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PREFACE

When publisher Ulf Diederichs decided to produce a book on
numerology and number symbolism, he first thought of issu-
ing a new edition of one of the numerous publications in this
field that had appeared in Germany, or a translation of a
comprehensive work written in English. As I had contributed
some articles on numbers to encyclopedias, he asked me to
help him with the selection. After carefully going through the
material available to us, I found Franz Carl Endres’s Das Mys-
terium der Zahl most fitting for our purposes. I planned to
add examples from my own field, Islamic studies, which un-
derstandably seemed most interesting to me. While working
on the additions, however, I discovered that a good number of
very important books and articles on the broader subject of
numbers had appeared in the decades since the Jast edition
of Endres’s book in 1951.

Most of the modern publications dealt with medieval alle-
goresis of numbers, among them V. C. Hopper’s classic work
and the interesting studies of Heinz Meyer. A history of
Zahlwort und Ziffer was offered by Karl Menninger in a com-
prehensive work, which was translated into English as Num-
ber Words and Number Symbols (1969), and Willi Hartner
devoted a very extensive and fascinating article to the differ-
ent number systems in the world. Furthermore, some of the
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theories presented by F. C. Endres, like so many others in the
science of religion, have become outdated or have been some-
what modified by more recent scholarship.

Given all of these circumstances, we decided to rework the
book completely. The reworking is based on the structure of
the original text and makes use of some of its material, but in
the process of incorporating as much new information as pos-
sible, an independent work came into being. While this was
first published under Endres’s and my names in acknowledg-
ment of his basic contribution, the name of Endres has now
been dropped from the title page of the English edition with
the permission of his only surviving daughter and heir.

Needless to say, it is impossible to attempt completeness
in a work like this, and every reader will probably be able to
add details from his or her own field of interest and expertise
about one number or another, its application, or its “‘magic”
character. We hope that the bibliography will help those who
are interested in special topics to pursue them further.

The field of numerology and number magic has fascinated
humanity throughout the millennia. The sun and moon,
these signs in the great book of nature that serve to measure
human life, have always made people feel that numbers are
something very special. Not only do they circumscribe and
determine space and time in abstract formulas, but they are
also part of a mysterious system of relationships with the
stars and other natural phenomena. Earlier generations usu-
ally considered these phenomena to be connected in turn
with, or to represent, spirits, deities, or demons. To know a
number and the powers inherent in it made it possible for
mortals to use this power to secure the help of the relevant
spirits, to perform witchcraft, or to make their prayers more
efficient by repeating certain formulas in prescribed numbers.
The knowledge of the secret meaning of numbers is reflected
both in folklore and in high literature; it can be discovered in
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medieval architecture just as it is captured in the music that is
thought to manifest the harmony of the spheres.

This book mainly concentrates upon the civilizations of
antiquity and the religious traditions of Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam. However, we have tried to incorporate Indian and
Chinese traditions as far as possible and to cast a glance at the
Mayas. It would be a fascinating task to explain in detail the
number symbolism of the pre-Columbian Americans, who
developed such admirable astronomical systems, or to dwell
upon numbers in the civilizations of the American Indians or
among African tribes.

Number symbolism is extremely variegated, and yet,
amazing similarities in interpreting numbers can be dis-
covered among different cultures. We do hope that in the end
the readers will not be “at sixes and sevens” but will have
learnt something about the context from which number sym-
bolism and number magic developed. At least they will be
able—or so we hope—to understand why the traffic light has
three phases, why many people select particular “lucky”
numbers for their license plates (often with seven or multiples
of seven), and why so many people suffer from the ailment
with the frightening name of Triskaidekaphobia, that is, “fear
of thirteen.”

We thank all those who have contributed remarks from
their own fields of expertise or from the native traditions. My
special thanks go to Miriam Rosen, who edited the text.

Bonn, Germany A. S.
September 1991
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INTRODUCTION



NUMBERS AND
NUMBER SYSTEMS

The mathematical spirit is a primordial human proper-
ty that reveals itself wherever human beings live or
material vestiges of former life exist.

Thus writes Willi Hartner in a fundamental study about num-
bers and number systems. In support of this argument, he
cites the example of the Stone Age artist, who, he contends,
did not count and did not know anything of mathematical
relations, but rather, relied exclusively on his mathematical
instinct. It is this instinct, then, that has been abstracted and
fettered into geometrical forms. In the course of time, it
helped to develop the concept of numbers and then the num-
bers themselves, so that finally the manifold manifestations
of being in space and time could be put in order by abstract
numbers. As Karl Menninger has shown in another fine book,
this ordering process could find a multiplicity of possible ex-
pressions, a multiplicity that is likely to amaze people like us
who are used to seeing everything within the framework of
our inherited decimal system and the Arabic numerals. Even
the Anglo-Saxon system of weights and measures is not easy
to grasp for someone coming from the German or French
tradition.

Number systems are built according to different rhythms.
One experiences this when trying to understand the binary
system underlying the computer—the bases of which were
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a The Mystery of Numbers

developed by Leibniz as early as 1697. And even though the
decimal system seems to be the most widespread, one has to
admit that other systems are equally important. Among
them, the sexagesimal system in ancient Babylon deserves
special mention: there, after the first unit of 10, the second,
higher unit is formed by 60. This division survives in the
seconds, minutes, and hours of the day, as well as in the
degrees of the circle.

In many cases, computing systems and numerals are sim-
ply derived from the 5 or 10 fingers: the Roman numerals, for
example, tell us by their shape that they originated in finger
signs. Excluding the thumb yields another way of counting,
up to the number 4, and indeed, in many civilizations a new
section of counting begins after 4. Alternately, the 10 fingers
could be combined with the toes to form a vigesimal system,
and there is a strong possibility that such a system was known
to Celts, Basques, and other peoples in the north and west of
Europe. Even today, in French, 80 is called quatre-vingts, or 4
X 20. The English score similarly reminds us of an ancient
vigesimal system.

One must not confuse the fundamental finger numbers
with the technique of finger counting, which was formerly so
highly developed that one could count up to 100 by using
different configurations of the fingers. The units and tens
were formed with the fingers of the left hand, the hundreds
with the right hand. Medieval exegetes of the Bible, especially
the Venerable Bede, referred to this way of counting, which
held special meaning for them: the thumb and index finger of
the right hand, closed into a circle, for example, indicated 100,
and became as it were a symbol of closed eternity. European
merchants used this system until the late Middle Ages, and
merchants in the Middle East still use it with incomprehensi-
ble swiftness. Also used in the East, especially in China, is the
abacus, the calculating device with little counters that slide
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along rods to perform the most complicated operations at
almost lightning speed. One should also not forget that our
term calculus is derived from calcule, “pebble,” a reference to
counting with pebbles.

Every civilization had its own signs for numbers. One
may think of the knotted quipus of the Incas or of the tally
(German Kerbholz) on which debts were incised with different
kinds of cuts. The German expression Etwas auf dem Kerb-
holz haben, “to have something on one’s tally,” in the sense
that one has committed some sins or illegal actions, reflects
the latter way of counting. In ancient Egypt, the numbers
were pictorial, while the Phoenicians and later the Romans
used comparatively primitive forms of numbers. To perform
more complicated mathematical operations, other systems
proved more practical, such as that in which the letters of the
alphabet also represented numbers. This method is found in
early Greek and still exists in Hebrew and Arabic. In the latter
case, the Arabic alphabet follows the old Semitic sequence of
letters, called abjad, and since each letter has a twofold mean-
ing, one can easily develop relations between names, mean-
ingful words, and numbers (as has been done in the Cabala for
centuries). The number 666 in the Book of Revelation is a
model case: numerous interpreters have found in it the names
of persons who seemed to personify the “Beast” of their own
time. In the Islamic tradition, the art of producing elegant
chronograms was highly developed, and in later times the title
of a book might be used to record the date of its completion:
the Persian title of the book Bagh u bahar (Garden and
spring), for example, shows by its numerical value (2 + 1 +
1000 + 6 + 2 + 5 + 1 + 2 + 200) that it was composed in the
year 1216 of the Islamic era (1801/2 c.k.). One could similarly
give the date of a person’s death by applying a fitting word or
sentence, and this art has been practiced with particular skill
in the eastern Islamic countries.
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Willi Hartner considers the Chinese number system to be
superior to this kind of letter-numerals that are so widespread
in magic and mysticism, but even more advanced, according to
him, are the highly abstract Sumerian and Babylonian
number systems. In fact, ancient Mesopotamia was a place
where astronomy and mathematics developed from early
times, and we owe to the Mesopotamians many of the mean-
ings of certain numbers as we use them today (for example,
the sacredness of 7, the importance of 60). But according to
Hartner, the highest development of the numerals is found in
the system of the Maya, whose astronomical calculations in-
volved enormous numbers, and which was of an amazing
exactitude. Indeed, their very ancient calendar, based on 65
synodic revolutions of the planet Venus around the sun is
more exact than any other calendric system.

As for our own “Arabic” numerals, their Indian origin can
be easily recognized from the fact that they are written from
left to right even when used in Arabic script, which runs from
right to left. The Indian system, which the Arabs adopted
soon after the emergence of Islam, includes the zero, which
permits very complicated mathematical operations. Indian
sources call it shunya, “emptiness,” that is, an emptiness that
fills the lines between the numbers and thus makes it easy to
distinguish the position of a number in terms of units, tens,
and so on. The Indian sources use this expression as early as
the sixth century A.p.; in the Middle East the nine Indian
numbers are first found in a Syrian book dated 662 c.e. Long
before the West knew anything of these practices, Arab schol-
ars were using them to compose mathematical works.
Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi’s book Hisab al-jabr
wa’l-mugabala (The book of restitution and equation) was
written soon after 800 and was translated into Latin by Robert
of Chester about 1143. This book, the earliest introduction of
Arabic numerals, not only provided the West with the concept
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of “algebra” (al-jabr), but also with the term algorithm,
which is nothing but the misspelled name of its author,
Khwarizmi. However, Arabic numbers were received and ac-
cepted in Europe quite slowly. It was the ingenious Pisan
scholar Leonardo Fibonacci (d. 1250) and John of Sacrobosco
who strove to introduce the Arabic numbers and to explain
their infinite possibilities. Around 1240, Menninger tells us, a
French Franciscan friar, Alexander de Villa Dei, was so excited
by the new mathematical discoveries that he wrote the Car-
men de algorismo, a poem of 244 verses about the new way of
computation which, he thought, had been invented by an
Indian king by the name of Algor.

The zero, which had been unknown in previous numerical
systems, caused much confusion, as becomes clear from the
history of its very name. From its Arabic name, sifr, were
derived cifra, chiffre, and the German Ziffer on the one hand,
zero on the other. This zero, which in itself does not mean
anything but imparts to the numbers preceding and following
it their proper rank, was regarded as late as the fifteenth
century as umbre et encombre, “dark and encumbered,” and
its German name, Null, is derived from the idea that it is nulla
figura, not a “real” figure. But the zero was not restricted to
India and from there the Islamic world and finally Europe: the
Maya, and perhaps before them the Olmec, had known zero

v I

Left: The Maya sign for zero is the empty oyster, xok. The word xok means
basically any round, curved thing and more precisely, “hollow,” taken to
define the object and its character. The Mayas’ ingenious invention was to use
zero also to define the value of a number’s position. Right: the sign for 20.
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The so-called head variants of the Maya numbers are glyphs that represent
1 to 19 and zero through profile heads of deities. From 1 to 13, the deities
are different; 14 to 19 show the same figures as 4 to 9 with the difference
that a bone is placed over the chin (an attribute of death). Compare 5 and 15,
8 and 18. For the head variant of zero, a hand is placed on the chin.

completely independent of the Indian discovery and, as it
seems, earlier than the Indians. In the Maya vigesimal sys-
tem, zero followed the number 19. To note down this system
the Maya used either dot-line combinations or glyphics in the
shape of heads.

Just as numbers and number systems are not the same or
even similar all over the world so we should not presume that
all civilizations use the same way of counting or computing.
In the introduction to his book on number symbolism, F. C.
Endres tells how, at the beginning of this century, he tried a
mathematical experiment in some faraway Turkish villages:
“On this occasion I asked a boy to count some apples which I
had placed on the ground. He tried with the help of his fingers
but could not get farther than 5. Between 5 and 10 he fre-
quently made mistakes, and when I put more than 10 apples
before him and told him to count them, he simply said that
there were many, but could not name a specific number.”
When the same author cast pebbles in a brook, the boy’s
sequence in counting never went farther than 3 or 4: while
counting something visible in space, he could at least make
use of his fingers and see what was being counted, but to
count something in time is much more problematic, since one
has to remember how often an act is repeated, either exactly
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or in a similar way. It seems that a two- or threefold repetition
of sounds, shouts, or rhythmical units is generally recognized,
but other groups and sequences appear—at least to us—
rather difficult to count. One can experience this when trying
to follow the complicated rhythmical patterns of Armenian
or, even more, Indian music; one usually loses track very
soon and is not able to continue counting correctly. And then
there is the case of some African tribes that can barely
“count” according to our understanding of the term, yet, in a
way that looks uncanny to us, they are able to recognize even
large amounts of objects, so that they know immediately if
only a single animal is missing in a large herd.

In some cultures, numerical words are related to the
counted objects, and the expression used for 6 long items may
be completely different from that used for 6 cows or 6 plants.
Such classifications are rather common. The Papua discern up
to 20 such groups of numbers, each of which is related to the
counted object. Even in our tradition one finds traces of such
counting—woven material is measured according to the yard
(in German Elle), height in feet, depth of water according to
fathom (German Faden), the speed of ships in knots (Knoten,
nautical mile). Number-words are especially common with
the different species of animals, such as the pack of dogs
(German Meute), the string of horses (German Koppel), the
flock of sheep (German Herde), and the chain of partridge
(Kette.) Such concepts are still very much alive in the hunters’
idiom, as one can understand from J. Lipton’s delightful book
An Exaltation of Larks (1977). In measuring certain house-
hold items or foodstuff, one finds such German expressions
for eggs as a Schock (threescore), a Stiege (score), and Mandel
(fifteen). The army is divided into companies, squadrons and
so on—all words that carry a true numerical value. And when
the German speak of 2 Stiick Vieh, two “pieces” of cattle, or
the English of a “brace of partridge,” they resemble the Per-
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sians, who possess a whole set of counting words that cannot
be translated but are used to refer to animals of different
species: yak zinjir fil is one elephant, not, as a literal transla-
tion would have it, a “chain of elephants”!

None of these expressions has a mystical meaning or is
connected with magic, and yet, already in early civilizations
one feels that numbers are a reality having as it were a mag-
netic power-field around them: as Levi-Bruhl formulates it,
they can “work.” Or, as it was claimed in ancient India, the
number is “Brahma-natured,” meaning that it is similar to
the Divine. Indeed, in certain texts of ancient India numbers
are worshiped: “Hail to the One, hail to the 2 . . . , hail to
the 100. . . .” Such feelings about the special character of
numbers have been passed on from generation to generation,
and even in our apparently rather sober and unmystical
number system that can be reduced to the 10 fingers, the 4
phases of the moon, and the 12 months of the year, some
mysterious overtones have always been maintained. Thus,
numbers have been attributed with special, secret powers that
make them fitting for magical conjurations and, of course, for
astrological prognostications. Even the “high” religions rec-
ognize the religious importance of certain numbers and their
mystical character, not only in the Middle Ages but to this
day. In magic, where practitioners invoke certain formulas to
influence events for their own benefit or to the detriment of
others, the correct use of numbers plays an immense role, for
each number is seen in its power-field and in its cosmic con-
nections and thus, the use of the right number, along with the
correct number of repetitions and magic formulas, of purifica-
tions and circumambulations, is considered to be absolutely
decisive for the success of the magic act.
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THE HERITAGE OF
THE PYTHAGOREANS

In our cultural sphere, that is, the Jewish, Christian, and Is-
lamic one, the interest in numbers and their specialties is
mainly based on foundations laid by the Pythagoreans. Born
in the sixth century B.c.E. on the island of Samos, Pythagoras
emigrated in 532 B.C.E. to Kroton in southern Italy to escape
Polycrates the tyrant. He may have lived for some time in the
East, particularly in Egypt, where he would have learned
something of the mathematical knowledge of the ancient East.

Every school child learns the Pythagorean theorem of the
right triangle, according to which the square of the hypot-
enuse equals the sum of the squares of the two shorter sides,
but just as this formula is part and parcel of our mathematical
knowledge, other ideas of the master and his disciples have
influenced religious, literary, and even magical works. The
centerpiece of Pythagoras’s thought is the idea of order: musi-
cal order, mathematical order, the order of the cosmos, and
finally the ethical and social order. He is said to have dis-
covered that the intervals of the musical scale correspond to
the relative lengths of the vibrating strings, which he ex-
pressed by the ratios 1:2, 2:3, and 3:4. Thus, the first four
integers were established, and the Pythagoreans have never
ceased to emphasize their importance.

Just as musical harmony could be expressed in mathe-
matical formulas by measuring the ratios of the strings, so the
essence of everything seemed to be expressible in numbers.
Observation of the regular movements in the sky led to the
concept of a beautifully ordered harmony of the spheres. The
evolution of the world was paralleled by that of numbers:
unity came into existence from the void and the limit; out of
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Pythagoras discovers the relations between the order of numbers and the
frequency of sounds. He is shown experimenting with bells, water-filled
glasses, strings, and pipes of different sizes. Opposite him his Hebrew

counterpart, Jubal, is shown making instruments. Woodcuts from F.
Gaffurio, Theoria musica (Milan, 1492).
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the One the number appears, and out of the number comes
the whole heaven, the entire universe. As Bell writes for the
Pythagoreans, “the cosmos is isomorphic with pure mathe-
matics” and “everything in the universe is measurable by
common whole numbers.” In their system there was no room
for irrational numbers; thus, the discovery, ascribed to Hip-
pasus, that the ratio between the side and the diagonal of the
rectangle cannot be expressed in integers shattered the
Pythagorean worldview. It is said that the discovery of a fifth
solid body, the pentagon-dodecahedron (a three-dimensional
pentagon, with twelve faces) shocked them even more.

Perhaps the most influential disciple of Pythagoras was
Philolaos, who was active about 475 B.C.E. and apparently
developed many ideas concerning the meaning of numbers
which remained alive in later number mysticism.

The Pythagoreans were especially fascinated by the dif-
ference between the odd and even numbers. It has been specu-
lated that the ratios between simple harmonies (1:2, 3:4)
might be at the source of this interest. The Pythagoreans went
so far as to divide everything in the universe into two catego-
ries: the odd numbers belong to the right side, which is asso-
ciated with the limited, the masculine, the resting, the
straight, with light and goodness, and, in terms of geometry,
with the square, while the even numbers belong to the sphere
of the infinite, the unlimited (as they are infinitely divisible),
the manifold, the left side, the female, the moving, the
crooked, darkness, evil, and, in geometrical terms, the rec-
tangle.

This contrast between the one and the many, as expressed
by odd and even numbers, is emphasized later, especially in
mysticism, with its goal of undivided, absolute unity. Odd
numbers therefore have played an important role in popular
belief, and even in theological speculations. For Plato, all even
numbers were of ill omen, and Hopper states correctly: “As if
the feminine numbers were not already sufficiently in dis-
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favor, the stigma of infinity is attached to them, apparently
by analogy to the line.” Virgil claims: “Numera deus impare
gaudet” (The deity is pleased with the odd number), and the
same idea is taken up in the Islamic tradition, where it is said:
“Verily God is an odd number (witr, that is, “One”) and loves
the odd numbers.” Shakespeare, too, states: “There is di-
vinity in odd numbers” (The Merry Wives of Windsor, v.1.2).

This predilection for odd numbers has led to the custom
that ritual acts, prayers, incantations and so on are repeated an
odd number of times. One performs acts of magic 3 or 7 times
and repeats a prayer or the concluding “amen” thrice. In
earlier times, physicians and medicine men used to give their
patients pills in odd numbers. Magic knots too had to be tied
in odd numbers. The Talmud offers numerous examples of the
use of odd numbers and the avoidance of even ones, and the
Muslim tradition states that the Prophet Muhammad broke
his fast with an odd number of dates. When performing
witchcraft or black magic, an odd number of persons should be
present, and even today it is the custom, in Europe at least, to
send someone bouquets containing an odd number of flowers
(with the exception of a dozen).

Among the other concepts that the Pythagoreans intro-
duced to mathematics is that of the perfect number, one
whose components, when added up, produce the number it-
self. The first of these is 6 (1 + 2 + 3); the next one is 28 (1 +
2 + 4 + 7 + 14); to date 23 such perfect numbers have been
discovered, the last in 1971. Recently, there has even been
an attempt to explain the mysterious title of Hugo von
Hofmannsthal’s tale The Story of the 672nd Night by the fact
that 672 is a double perfect number, but that seems far-
fetched.

The Pythagoreans further related numbers to geometrical
forms: 3,6,10,15 are triangular numbers; 1,4,9,16,25 are
square numbers (i.e., 12,22,32,42 52). The dot belongs to 1, the
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line to 2, the space, which appears first in the triangle, to 3,
and the body, surrounded by 4 spaces, to 4. The most perfect
number in the Pythagorean system was 10, since it is the sum
of the first 4 integers (1 + 2 + 3 + 4) and could be repre-
sented as an equilateral triangle. Thus, multiplicity again be-
came unity in the 10. For this reason the Pythagoreans strove
to discover 10 heavenly bodies in order to fit them into their
system of cosmic order, and in the absence of a tenth one,
they invented it. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.) wrote somewhat
critically about Pythagorean number mysticism in the first
book of his Metaphysics, where he states that, completely
submerged in mathematics, they assume that their number
principles are the principles of everything existing:

As in mathematics, the numbers are by nature the first thing, the
Pythagoreans thought to recognize in numbers many likenesses of
what exists and what will be, such as the elements of fire, air, earth,
and water; they furthermore found the qualities and relations of
musical notes in numbers and thus considered the elements of num-
bers to be the elements of everything existing, as everything seemed
to be formed according to numbers, which were regarded as the first
thing in all of nature, and they believed the entire vault of heaven to
be harmony and numbers. One of the manifestations of numbers
was supposed to be justice, another one the soul or the intellect;
other forms of manifestations were time and occasions, and thus
everything that exists at all. And they collected the correspondences
between numbers and harmonies on the one hand and the qualities
and parts of the sky and the whole world on the other hand and
compared them. And if there was something missing, an artificial
glue had to help to produce relations everywhere in the system. For
example, as the number 10 seems for them the most perfect thing
and appears furthermore to embrace the whole realm of numbers, as
a result there must also be 10 bodies circling in the sky as stars. But
as there are only 9 visible ones, they invented a special tenth body,
an invisible counter-earth.

The number singled out by Aristotle as pointing to justice
is the 4, because it is the product of equal factors, that is, the



16 The Mystery of Numbers

first square number. For the Pythagorean thinkers such equa-
tions proved the objective measures of harmony and beauty
that they strove to discover.

GNOSIS AND CABALA

With the continuing quest for measures of life and for an all-
embracing harmony, even Plato, otherwise somewhat critical
of the Pythagoreans, accepted that the numbers contained
certain keys for solving the mysteries of nature. Pythagorean
and Platonic ideas were carried over in Neoplatonism and the
gnostic systems and gave rise to a number mysticism that can
briefly be summarized as follows:

1. Numbers influence the character of things that are
ordered by them.

2. Thus, the number becomes a mediator between the
Divine and the created world.

3. It follows that if one performs operations with num-
bers, these operations also work upon the things
connected with the numbers used.

In this way, every number develops a special character, a
mystique of its own, and a special metaphysical meaning.
Plotinus, whose Neoplatonic system deeply influenced the
mystical trends in the three Abrahamic religions, Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam, remarked: “Numbers exist before the
objects described by them. The variety of sense objects merely
recalls to the soul the notion of number.” Continuing this line
of thought, Philo of Alexandria combined ideas from the Old
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Testament and the Pythagorean tradition and thus created the
basis for the biblical exegesis of the Middle Ages, which is
heavily determined by number mysticism. The most impor-
tant development of the Pythagorean tradition in the medi-
eval world, however, is the Jewish Cabala, which is based
upon a highly complicated number mysticism, whereby the
primordial One divides itself into 10 sefirot (from safar,
number), which are mysteriously connected with each other
and work together, with the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet
serving as “bridges” between them. The highest sefirah is
keter (Crown), out of which hokhmah (Wisdom) and binah
(Intelligence) branch out. The fourth sefirah can be called
hesed (Love) or gedullah (Greatness); the fifth one is gevurah
(Justice); the sixth one tiferet (Beauty), and the seventh net-
sah (Triumph). Added to them are hod (Splendor) as the
eighth, yesod (Fundament) as the ninth, and finally malkhut
(Kingdom or Reality). This last sefirah can also be equated
with the Shekhinah that lives in the exile of this world. Out of
the 10 sefirot, which are perhaps best called logoi or primor-
dial ideas, comes the world of the first divine emanation,
atsilut. There are three more worlds, which also depend upon
the 10 sefirot: the world of creation and the heavenly spheres,
beriah; the world of the figurations of creatures connected
with the heavenly realm, like spirits and angels, yetsirah; and
finally the world of matter, asiyah.

Since the Hebrew letters also serve as numbers, the figure
of the sefirot and its derivations lead to fascinating relations
between the different parts of the world. The vast field of
cabalistic hermeneutics, masterfully described by Gershom
Scholem, is permeated by number mysticism.



18 The Mystery of Numbers

ISLAMIC MYSTICISM

It seems that the proto-Ismaili group of the Ikhwan as-Safa,
the Brethren of Purity, in Basra, who composed their en-
cyclopedic treatises in the tenth century c.E., were the first to
use Neoplatonic and Pythagorean ideas extensively. Accord-
ing to them, Pythagoras was a sage from Harran, and they
believed that the prophet sent to the Sabians in Harran was
Enoch, that is, Hermes Trismegistos, who, they held, was
particularly well versed in number mysticism. For the
Brethren of Purity numerology was a way to understand the
principle of unity that underlies everything. It is a science
that is above nature and yet is the root of all other sciences.
Thus the relation of God to the world, or of Pure Being to
existence, is equated with the relation of the 1 to the other
numbers. Although the Ikhwan as-Safa did not create a com-
plicated system of numerology comparable to that of the
Cabala, they were well aware of the importance of numbers as
seen in music and in the order of the cosmos alike. The num-
bers 7 and 12 play a particularly important role. Seven, the
number of the planets, is the first complete number, since it
can be obtained from 3 + 4,2 + 5, and 1 + 6—that is, it is the
sum of the numbers on the opposite sides of a die. Nine,
meanwhile, is important as the number of the spheres and as
the first odd number from which the square root can be
drawn, while 12, the number of the zodiac, is a combination of
either 3 X 4, or 5 + 7. Finally, 28 is the most perfect number
of all: it corresponds to the number of lunar mansions and as
such is especially connected with Islam as it also corresponds
to the number of letters in the Arabic alphabet. Among mys-
tically minded Muslims, the possibility of interchange be-
tween letters and numbers has led to highly sophisticated
operations in the realms of quranic exegesis, prognostication,
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and frequently poetry, especially in the clever use of chro-
nograms.

MEDIEVAL AND
BAROQUE NUMBER
SYMBOLISM

Medieval Christianity shared the same tradition that had been
carried on among the gnostic sects. As Isidore of Seville wrote
around 600 c.e., “Tolle numerum omnibus rebus et omnia
pereunt” (Take from all things their numbers, and all shall
perish). Number symbolism, combined with astrological
ideas, permeated medieval thought, and the Church used it
profusely. As Heinz Meyer observes, “Does the Bible not
state that all things are ordered in measure and number and
weight (Wisdom 11:21)? Nothing in the universe could be
without order, and thus, as Augustine holds, numbers are the
form of divine wisdom, present in the world, which can be
recognized by the human spirit.” Biblical interpretation by
means of allegories based on numbers has survived at least to
the nineteenth century.

The so-called science of arithmology developed in the first
centuries of our era as a kind of philosophy of the powers and
virtues of particular integers. Among mathematical works,
the Introductio arithmetica (Introduction to Arithmetic) by
Nicomachus of Gerasa (ca. 100 c.k.), which was popularized
by Boethius, exerted great influence during the Middle Ages.
Besides this useful introduction, the author also composed a
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theology of numbers, which, unfortunately, is extant only in
fragments. Another important medieval text was the Mathe-
sis of Firmicus Maternus (ca. 346), which was devoted to
astrology in particular. Even greater was the influence of
Martianus Capella from Carthage, who lived in the fifth cen-
tury. In his work De nuptiis philologiae et Mercurii (On the
Marriage of Philology and Mercury), he surrounded the bride
with 7 bridesmaids symbolizing the 7 liberal arts, and the
seventh book, “Arithmetica” (which relies largely on Nic-
omachus) shows how the first ten integers are connected with
Greek deities. Beginning with the 1, the monad, which corre-
sponds to Jupiter, Capella proceeds through the 2 of Juno
(feminine, number of separation and reunion) to 10, the
number of the two-headed god Janus. Among other standard
works of medieval number mysticism were De Numero (On
the Number) by Hrabanus Maurus and the Liber numerorum
qui in sanctis scripturis occurent (The Book of Numbers That
Occur in the Holy Scriptures) by Isidore of Seville.

Medieval scholars were so convinced that numbers were
extremely important and effective that they sought to arrange
their writings in meaningful combinations of numbers. Au-
gustine’s City of God is a prime example of this tendency. The
22 sections correspond to the 22 letters of the Hebrew alpha-
bet and are divided into 2 times 5 refutations, which is an
expression of the tenfold “Thou shalt not . . .” of the Law,
and into 3 times 4 positive teachings, which correspond to
both the 12 apostles and the Trinity as proclaimed in the 4
gospels: 3 X 4 = 12. Even more refined is the elaborate
number symbolism in Dante’s Divine Comedy, which is based
on the 3 of the Trinity.

A similar meaningful division is also known from medi-
eval Muslim theological works, the best example of which is
al-Ghazzali’s Revivification of the Sciences of Religion with
its 40 chapters. Forty is the number of preparation and is used
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The thirty-third canto of the Purgatorio and the thirty-third canto from
Paradiso in Dante’s Divine Comedy (1311-1321). Woodcuts from the Milan
edition of 1864. The Divine Comedy consists of 3 parts, each containing 33
cantos; an introductory canto serves to complete the “perfect” number 100.

in this work to lead the reader through the works of the Law
and the acts of mystical love to the final chapter, which is
devoted to the meeting with the Lord at the moment of death.
It seems important that the central, twentieth, chapter is de-
voted to the central figure in Islam, the prophet Muhammad.

Contemporary with Ghazzali in the Christian world was
Hugo of St. Victor and his circle. Speaking of the different
means by which the Scripture can be understood through
number mysticism, Hugo claims that there are 9 different
ways of recognizing the significance of numbers. The first
way is by order of position: 1, for example, is connected with
Unity and is the first number, the principle of all things.
Alternately, one can look at their composition: 2, for example,
can be divided and points to the transitory. Another meaning
can be discovered through extension: since 7 follows 6, it
means rest after work. Numbers can also have a meaning
according to their disposition: thus, 10 has one dimension and
points to the right faith, while 100 expands in width and thus
points to the amplitude of charity, and 1000 rises in height
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and can therefore be taken as an expression of the height of
hope. One may also look at the numbers in connection with
their use in the decimal system, in which case 10 means per-
fection. Another way to find a special meaning in a number is
through multiplication: 12 is universal because it is the prod-
uct of the corporeal 4 and the spiritual 3. Likewise, the
number of its parts can be taken into consideration: 6, as is
well known, is a perfect number because it is the sum of its
integral components. It is also possible to look at the units
that make up a number: 3 points to the Trinity, consisting of 3
units. And finally one may use exaggeration to understand
why 7, under certain circumstances, grows into 77.

Clearly, such techniques made almost every possible in-
terpretation permissible. Simiilarly, one could use the position
of a certain number in the decimal system: thus 11 could be
taken as a positive power advancing beyond 10, but more
frequently it was seen as a negative number that transgresses
the closed system of the 10.

Meyer, whose argument we are following here, has shown
very convincingly that virtually all the things whose numbers
are specified in the Bible have been transformed into symbols
that then gain a special value of their own by their use in the
liturgy. The ecclesiastical year and the liturgical service are
largely formed by the use of such numbers, which are in-
terpreted allegorically. Even the ordinal numbers of the
Psalms were explained according to numerological rules and
were then used in exegesis. Still another field of activity was
medieval sacred architecture, the numerological foundations
of which were transmitted in the workshops of architects and
masons with an admirable mathematical and technical knowl-
edge.

In recent years the construction of medieval literary works
according to numerological rules has been studied rather fre-
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quently, sometimes with conflicting results; Meyer’s book
seems to me to be the best guide through this labyrinth.
Whatever one says, it is certain that number mysticism
played a very important role in the European Middle Ages and
Renaissance. This is evident from the many scholarly works
appearing on this topic in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, beginning with Giorgio’s Harmonia mundi (1525), in
which numerology is used as a kind of super-science through
which all other scholarly disciplines can be unified. Nearly a
century later, Petrus Bungus composed an enormous en-
cyclopedia, De numerorum mysteriis (1583, 2d edition 1618),
in which he claimed that without the knowledge of numer-
ology it is simply impossible to understand why there are
only 4 elements and only 7 planets. Bungus’s work, which
was recently reprinted with a very useful introduction by
Ulrich Ernst, offers a marvelous survey of the use of numbers,
rich in quotations from classical, medieval European, and even
Arab thinkers and astronomers. Plato, whom Bungus consid-
ers the “head and leader” of number mysticism, appears in
this work as an “atticized Moses,” for it was believed that the
entire Egyptian, meaning ancient Oriental, numerological
wisdom had been known to Moses before it reached Greece. In
Germany, Agrippa von Nettesheim’s De occulta philosophia
(1533) is a veritable compendium of numerology. One cen-
tury later, Athanasius Kircher composed his Arithmologia,
sive de abditis numerorum mysteria which can be considered
the most comprehensive description of numerology; pub-
lished in Rome in 1665, it became well known all over Europe.
The use of numerological principles did not end with the
Middle Ages: the Rosicrucians, for example, developed their
own numerology, and their writings are strongly permeated
by number mysticism. Renaissance writers drew on the same
principles. Suffice it to mention Milton’s Doctrina christiana
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(Christian Doctrine), the first volume of which is divided into
33 chapters according to the age of Jesus at the time of the
Crucifixion, and the second volume of which contains 17
chapters, alluding to the Ten Commandments and the 7 gifts
of the Holy Spirit (and thus the round number of 50 is
reached without any difficulty). Similarly, Pico della Miran-
dola’s Heptaphis offers 7 interpretations of the 7 days of cre-
ation in 7 books with 7 chapters each. And when John Donne,
in his poem “A Valediction: forbidding mourning,” compares
himself to the compass which “ends where it began,” the
beauty of this image is enhanced by the fact that the poem
consists of 36 lines, corresponding to the 360 degrees of the
circle.

One may call such formulas learned games, but it should
not be forgotten that the belief in a mathematically ordered
world, in the harmonia mundi, even led an ingenious astrono-
mer like Kepler to make some of his discoveries, for he had, as
Hartner states, the unshakable conviction that there existed a
harmony between human beings, the earth, and the cosmos—
a harmony ruled by number.

It is natural that this harmonia mundi is also expressed in
the musical harmony that was one of the roots of Pythagorean
number mysticism. From at least the third century onward,
medieval musical theory knew the musica coelestis (heavenly
music), and in the sixth century, Cassiodorus wrote, in truly
Pythagorean style, that musica est disciplina quae de numeris
loquitur—music speaks of numbers. Thus medieval and, even
more outspokenly, Renaissance composers turned to the sa-
cred and mysterious numbers to use them in the technique of
the canon, in the number of voices to be employed, and in the
continuo. The 3, be it in the form of the triad or in a chorus of
3 voices, was seen as especially related to the Trinity, while
the number 7, as in 7 voices, was often used in compositions
in honor of the Virgin Mary. Such allegorical use of numbers,
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widespread in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
was especially common with J. S. Bach, whose late works have
been called “largely musical mathematic” because he ex-
hausted the different possibilities to utilize meaningful num-
bers to their limits. A good example is the sevenfold repetition
of the Credo in the B Minor Mass.

Even in German classicism and romanticism the knowl-
edge of the deeper meaning of numbers was apparently well
established, as is evident from Goethe’s numerous allusions to
the mystery of this or that number. An early, incomplete
poem, Die Geheimnisse (The Mysteries), reflects the number
symbolism of the Rosicrucians. Schiller too used the tradi-
tional meanings of numbers, especially in his drama Wallen-
stein, and Novalis was convinced “that in nature a wondrous
mysticism of number works, and also in history.”

SUPERSTITIONS

The ancient belief in the order of numbers may have led, as in
the case of Kepler, to scientific discoveries, but much more
frequently it led to magical manipulations, and such a belief in
the power of number mysticism has survived to this day.
Indeed, on the popular level, it seems to have increased. In the
spring of 1984 an American catalog of books and journals that
landed in my mailbox proposed publications exclusively de-
voted to numerology, the vibrations of numbers, the discov-
ery of one’s lucky number, and so on. It seems that these
practices have not changed, or lost their attraction, from the
days of classical antiquity. Bell’s book Numerology offers per-
haps the most trenchant condemnation of such superstitious
games, against which Franz Carl Endres was also always out-
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spoken. There are too many things that can be manipulated,
and the skillful use of any name and any date can lead to the
hoped-for result. Operations involving the total of the digits
of dates and of the number of names are especially liable to
produce the most astounding results. One may also think in
this connection of results that have been achieved in a “per-
fectly scientific” way. Thus, at the end of World War I, a
German scholar, Oskar Fischer, tried in his book Aufer-
stehungshoffnung in Zahlen (Hope of Resurrection in Num-
bers) to interpret certain combinations of numbers in the Old
Testament by means of statistics and then to draw far-reach-
ing conclusions for the history of Israel and early Chris-
tianity. There are also the fascinating books by E. G. McClain,
who tries to reconstruct the mystical cosmic mountain and to
establish its relation to the Kaaba in Mecca by means of nu-
merological principles and who, apart from this all-pervasive
numerological aspect of his work, makes very interesting re-
marks about certain aspects of Islam. Indeed, we may also
remember the attempt of a pious Muslim to prove, with the
help of the computer, that the Quran is built completely upon
the number 19.

Even such well-intended but not very meaningful at-
tempts to organize historical and mythical data according to
numerological principles cannot disturb our natural pleasure
in the harmony of numbers or the innate feeling of some
people that certain number constellations repeat themselves
time and again in their lives. But this is a border zone in
which both tradition and psychology play important roles. We
are barely aware of how many aspects of our daily routine or
language are formed by a numerical rhythm in which the 3
plays a predominant role. Such ternary rhythms, to give only
a few examples, appear in such trivialities of everyday life as
the 3 phases of the traffic light or the triple cheer at a birthday
party. Certain numbers have been used over and again to
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convey a specific atmosphere in a literary work, and often
words and expressions may have come unconsciously to the
poets, and even to the scholars, when they continue their
diction in triadic steps or in a fourfold rhythmical structure,
when they use distinct metrical devices for the contents of
their verse or, like Goethe, create a Trilogie der Leidenschaft
(Trilogy of Passion) or, in the Persianate world, organize their
epic works in a khamsa, or quintet. The same holds true for
the artist who strives to come as close as possible to the golden
section. There are apparently certain subconscious structures
that lead later interpreters and exegetes of a literary or artistic
work to see intended number mysticism while the author may
not have been aware of this at all.

And should we blame the Pythagoreans for considering
that 2 and all even numbers are feminine, when modern biol-
ogy proves that the sex-distinctive form in the chromosome
has the pattern xy for the male, but the pattern xx, that is, an
even number, for the female?

NUMBER GAMES AND
MAGIC SQUARES

The quantity of number games is almost without end, and
many of them are very amusing, but the majority are purely
arithmetic and never applied to mystical or magical use.
Many of these games can reveal their beauty only through the
use of Arabic numerals. In such games, a very special place
belongs to the 9. At an early point, for example, mathemati-
cians discovered that all multiples of 9 also have 9 as the sum
of their digits: 4 X 9 = 36, sum of the digits 9; 7 X 9 = 63,
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sum of the digits again 9, and so on. Similarly, 5 and 6, raised
to their powers, always produce sums that end with 5 or 6
respectively: 52 = 25, 53 = 125, and so on. These are the so-
called circular numbers. One can also build little number trees
by multiplying certain numbers, and here again the 9 has a
special place:

1xX9+2 =11
12Xx9+3 =111
123 X 9 +4 = 1111
1234 x 9+ 5 = 11111
12345 X 9 + 6 = 111111
123456 X 9 + 7 = 1111111
1234567 X 9 + 8 = 11111111
12345678 X 9 + 9 = 111111111
123456789 X 9 + 10 = 1111111111

An even more interesting tree begins with 1 X 8 + 1 = 9 and
treats the following numbers the same way as in the first
number tree, with a last line that looks like this:

123456789 X 8 + 9 = 987654321

And is it not surprising that when multiplying the number
142,857 by 2, 3, 4, or 6, one always gets a result that consists
of the same numerals, although in a different sequence?

Number games go back to the Middle Ages and were de-
veloped further during the Renaissance, but it seems that they
have become even more popular in the last few decades. Be-
tween 1925 and 1970, more than 300 new publications about
all sorts of number games, including paradoxes and alpha-
matics (letters substituted for numbers) were published, and
today they are found not only in specialists’ journals but in the
Sunday issues of many newspapers.

A medieval number game also led to the discovery of an
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important numerical sequence, which is known as the Fib-
onacci series. The famous mathematician Leonardo Fibonacci
of Pisa (ca. 1170~ca. 1250), who was, among other things,
responsible for the acceptance of the Arabic numerals among
Western scholars, wondered how a couple of rabbits would
increase in number if they produced two young ones each
month, and these young rabbits, from the second month of
their lives, in turn produced a couple of young ones every
month, and so forth.

Month 1 2 3 456 7 8 9 10 11 12...
Couples 1 1 2 3 5 8 13 21 34 55 89 144 ...
In the resulting series, 1,1,2,3,5,8,13,21 . . . , each number is

the sum of the two preceding ones. This appears in numerous
forms in nature, such as fir cones and the petals of certain
flowers, where it is called phyllotaxis. A prime model for this
sequence is the disposition of the chambers in the nautilus
shell.

Magic squares are another important category of number
games. The discovery of the first magic square is recorded in
the following anecdote: In ancient China a just and wise mon-
arch ruled between 2205 and 2198 B.c.E.; this was the em-
peror Yu, known for his great wisdom and care. Kungfutse
tells that the emperor had once been occupied with building a
dam on the Yellow River to stop the floods. While he was
sitting on the bank of the river, immersed in thought, a divine
turtle named Hi appeared to him. On the turtle’s back there
was a figure with number signs which, transcribed into mod-
ern numerals, looked like this:
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One immediately sees that the square is grouped around the
number 5, which was highly esteemed in ancient China. All
the horizontal and vertical lines produce the sum of 15, as do
the diagonals. The even numbers are placed in the corners, the
odd ones between them.

This square is most common in the Islamic tradition, for it
is believed that it contains the 9 letters that were revealed to
Adam, that is, the first 9 letters of the Arabic alphabet in the
old Semitic sequence (which is used to this day when letters
are taken as numbers). As for the even numbers in the cor-
ners, they are read according to their numerical value as
buduh, and this word, sometimes interpreted as the name of a
spirit, often appears on walls to protect the building, or on
amulets worn around the neck or on the upper arm.

The numbers around the central 5 could be arranged in
different sequences, and each of the transformations was
thought to be connected with one of the 4 elements. Thus, the
original is the fire square, which is related to water, and an-
other form of the square is related to earth. The squares are
used in magic according to these properties.

Fire Square 2 | 7 | 6 | Earth Square

One can produce such squares with every arithmetical se-
quence of first order on perfect-square fields, such as 16, 25,
36, 49, etc. These squares, each with its specific contents, were
then assigned to the different planets. The original number,
with the sum of 45 on 9 small squares, is connected with
Saturn (and here one should remember that 45 is the numer-
ical value of the Arabic name of Saturn, zuhal = 7 + 8 + 30).
The Jupiter square consists of 16 fields; the Mars square, of
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Jupiter amulets. The Jupiter square consists of 4 lines adding up to 34 each,
for a total of 136. If this configuration is engraved on a silver tablet during
the time that the planet Jupiter is ruling it is supposed to produce wealth,
peace, and harmony.

25; the sun square, of 36; the Venus square, of 49; the Mer-
cury square, of 64; and the moon square, of no less than 81
fields.

It seems that these squares, which were very common in
the Islamic tradition, reached the West comparatively late,
probably in the fifteenth century. One of the most famous
examples of their use is the design in Diirer’s etching Melen-
colia I (Melancholy). Behind the angel, or winged genius, and
in the midst of various symbolic instruments, one sees a
square consisting of 36 fields, that is, a true Jupiter square.
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Mars amulets. The tablet consists of 5 lines with 13 in the center; the sum
of each line is 65, for a total of 325. If engraved on an iron plate or a sword
when the planet Mars is in the ruling position, this amulet is supposed to
bring success in lawsuits and victory over the owner’s enemies.

The central numbers of the lowest row read together give
1514, the year in which the etching was made. In addition, the
square has the Jupiter number, 34, in all the horizontal, ver-
tical, and diagonal lines; 34 is also the sum of the number of
the corners of the large square (16 + 13 + 4 + 1) and the
number of the smaller central square (10 + 11 + 6 + 7), and
the rest of the numbers result in 68 = 2 x 34.

The Arabs ascribed great power to magic squares. Certain
squares were shown to a woman in labor and then placed over
her womb to facilitate the birth. One also sees them embroi-
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dered or written on the shirts of warriors, mainly in the
Turkish and Indian areas. (Such a shirt had to be made by 40
innocent virgins in order to work.) Squares could also be
formed from divine names, or from the mysterious letters at
the beginning of quranic chapters (suras), especially the be-
ginning of chapter 19, k h y s, with the numerical value of 20,
5, 10, 70, and 80. In some cases the results of such attempts
are not true magic squares since the sums of the horizontals
and the verticals are not equal, but quite often a perfect square
was constructed from a divine name. Thus, the name matin,
“the Firm One,” was used to protect and help lame children.
Its square looks like this, formed from m (40), ¢ (400), y (10),

and n (500):

50

10 1400

40

40

50

10 {400

400

40

50

10
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40

50

The divine name hafiz, “the Preserver,’
irregular square of h (8), f (80), y (10), z (900) in order to

obtain the sum of 998 for each line:

900

10

80

7

81

9

901

12

902

6

78

79

903

11

" was built into an

Numerous medieval Arab authorities describe the con-
struction of such squares and enumerate the rules to be fol-
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lowed. The most famous, as well as the most comprehensive
compendium of esoteric knowledge is al-Buni’s thirteenth-
century Shams al-ma‘arif (The sun of knowledge). Squares,
as well as cabalistic letter and number mysticism, were often
used for prognostication. Starting with the numerical value of
a name, a date, or a place, out of which one drew the sum of its
digits, which was then multiplied by an important number
such as 7, or from which one subtracted certain other num-
bers, one could understand whether a marriage was likely to
be happy, an ailing person to recover, or a traveler to reach
home safely.

The art of interpreting letters and numbers, gematria, is
known from Babylonian inscriptions of the time of Sargon iI
(723-705 B.c.E.). It could be used in infinite varieties, ex-
changing words or letters of the same numerical value, mak-
ing permutations on the words, or creating new words from
each letter of a word or a name. Arabic and Persian writers
liked to play with the root letters ¢ r sh, which could produce
the words shre (law), sher (poetry), and <arsh (throne). Such
games were known earlier in antiquity, a good example being
The Alexander Romance by Pseudo-Callisthenes, and they
were dear to the Jewish tradition, where Rabbi Eliezer de-
clared in the first century c.t. that gematria was the twenty-
ninth of the 32 ways to interpret a text, thus giving this art an
official place in Jewish spirituality. Gematria also plays an
important role in Sufism. Even in the modern West,
gematrical games are by no means restricted to a few
cabalistically-minded people. Indeed, the equation Bonaparte
= 82 = Bourbon is well-known—historical figures are con-
nected by means of gematria and, as Franz Dornseiff states in
his informative scholarly work, “It is ridiculous how often it
works correctly.” Thus, Goethe, Schiller, and Shakespeare,
among others, were interpreted in this way.

Another application of this kind of letter and number
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magic is the interpretation of dreams. An Arabic story tells
that a woman had dreamed that a cat (sinnaur) had put its
head into her husband’s belly to take something away. The
interpreter correctly stated that someone had stolen 316
dirhams from her husband since 316 is the numerical value of
the word sinnaur. Such applications of number mysticism and
magic squares remain common to this day, as one understands
from a book like Erich Bischoff's Mystic und Magie der
Zahlen (Mysticism and Magic of Numbers), which teaches the
reader how to make nativity squares for famous people. In-
deed, this is the branch of mathematical games that has been
most used, or misused, for magic purposes. Besides the com-
prehensive literature about the traditional expressions of such
techniques in the Islamic East, an increasing literature con-
cerning the modern use of such magic numbers is being pub-
lished today.

We, however, are concerned with the pleasure derived
from playing with numbers, a pleasure one finds, for instance,
in folk songs and children’s rhymes where the first 10 integers
are frequently used for more or less meaningful purposes.
That is also true for counting-out rhymes, such as this little
Yiddish song about 10 brothers with its decreasing numbers:

Zehn Brider sennen mir gewesen,
Hobn mir gehandelt mit Wein—
einer is fun uns geschtorben,
Sennen mir geblieben nain. . . .

(We were ten brothers, selling wine—
one of us died, then we were nine.)

There is a German counterpart about the zehn kleine
Negerlein (10 little Negroes), and who would not think of the
English rhymes about the twelfth day of Christmas, when:

my true love gave to me 12 lords a-leaping, 11 ladies dancing, 10
pipers piping, 9 drummers drumming, 8 maids a-milking, 7 swans a-

|
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swimming, 6 geese a-laying, 5 gold rings, 4 calling birds, 3 French
hens, 2 turtle doves, and a partridge in a pear tree!

Such verses are often used in riddles and fairytales but can
also be found in higher literature: the following Persian verse

is only one of the numerous examples of this art in the Persia-
nate world:

The ten friends from the nine spheres and the eight paradises

and the seven stars from the six directions have written this letter:
Among the five senses and four elements and three souls, God

has not created in both worlds a single idol like you!

(For the concepts see the chapters in “A Little Dictionary of
Numbers.”)

Books are often arranged in ascending or descending
length of their chapters: the Buddhist Angutara nikaya offers
the Buddha’s words in ascending length, while in the Quran
the chapters are arranged according to decreasing length, pre-
ceded only by the short “Fatiha” (Opening) and closed with
two prayers for protection. Religious contents can alternate
with profane groups, as in the English folk song “Green grow
the rushes - 0 . . .” where the 12 apostles, the 10 Command-
ments and the 4 Gospel-makers are combined with the 7 stars

in the sky, the 6 proud walkers, and so on, while the end
points to the truth:

One is one and all alone
And evermore shall be so.

The best example for enclosing the entire basic religious
knowledge into such a series of numbers is probably the rec-
itation from the Jewish Passover Haggadah, which begins:
Who knoweth one? I, saith Israel, know one: one is the Eternal, who
is above heaven and earth.
Who knoweth two? I, saith Israel, know two: there are two
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tablets of the covenant; but one is the Eternal who is above heaven
and earth

and culminates in the final statement:

Who knoweth thirteen? 1, saith Israel, know thirteen: there are
thirteen divine attributes, twelve tribes, eleven stars, ten command-
ments, nine months preceding childbirth, eight days preceding cir-
cumcision, seven days in the week, six book of the Mishnah, five
books of the Law, four matrons, three patriarchs, two tables of the
covenant, but one is the Eternal who is above heaven and earth.

wh
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THE NUMBER OF
THE PRIMORDIAL BEING

00000001

The One permeates every number. It is the measure
common to all numbers. It contains all numbers united
in itself but excludes any multiplicity. The One is al-
ways the same and unchangeable, that is why it has
itself as a product when multiplied by itself. Although
without part, it is divisable. However, by division it is
divided not into parts but rather into new units. None
of these units, however, is larger or smaller than the
whole unit, and every smallest part of it is again itself
in its wholeness.

This description of the qualities of the mystical One, written
by the medieval German mystic Agrippa of Nettesheim
around 1500, cannot be considered to be mathematically cor-
rect, but it serves to show the importance of the 1 in religious
traditions.

One, geometrically represented by the point, was not re-
garded by the Pythagoreans and the thinkers under their in-
fluence as a real number because a number is an aggregate
composed of units, as Euclid holds. Kobel wrote in 1537:
“From this you understand that 1 is not a number but is a
producer (or ‘mother’), the beginning and foundation of all
other numbers.” Since 1 is the first originator of numbers,
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and even though it is odd, it was considered both male and
female, although it was somewhat closer to the male principle.
When added to a male number, it results in a female number,
and vice versa: 3+ 1 =4,4+ 1=05.

One became the symbol of the primordial One, the divine
without a second, the nonpolarized existence. It comprises
relation, entirety, and unity and rests in itself but stands
behind all created existence. Real unity is inconceivable, how-
ever, for as soon as a self thinks about itself, there is a duality:
the observer and the observed. Polarity is essential to recogni-
tion: whatever is qualified with attributes can only be recog-
nized because of polarity. Large and small, high and deep,
sour and sweet—all such qualities are relative to an ordering
system. The divine, however, is beyond polarity; it is absolute
being, unrelated to any ordering system. For this reason, the
mystics have tried to approach the final unity beyond the
manifestations, the deus absconditus beyond the deus reve-
latus, by using negations, and have spoken, as in the Up-
anishads, of neti neti, “not not,” or in the Cabala, of the Ein
Sof (literally “without end”), which then reveals itself in de-
scending layers of manifestations. In Islam, the problem for
the serious believer posed itself in the question: Can a human
being really pronounce the words of the profession of faith,
‘There is no deity save God,” without committing the major
sin of shirk, that is, to associate something with the One? The
most radical Sufis have formulated the opinion that only after
the seeker’s complete annihilation in the divine, God Himself
speaks through His mouth the profession of His own unity.

Such mystical thoughts were well known in the ancient
Indian tradition, which claims that the primordial and all-
pervasive principle is the One without a second; similar words
are used by Plotinus (d. 270), the most influential Neoplatonic
thinker in late antiquity, whose ideas provided a basis for the
development of mysticism in the Jewish, Christian, and Mus-
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lim traditions. For him, the One God is beyond all forms,
because forms always express multiplicity. As every multi-
plicity is a multiplicity of unities, it presupposes unity in
itself. And since God 1s the root and presupposition of every-
thing, He is also absolute Unity.

Ancient Chinese religion has expressed similar ideas about
1, which represents the All, the Perfect, the Absolute beyond
all polarity.

One is an ideal symbol of the divine because the divine is
spirit and as such has nothing to do with material qualities,
which are bound to appear in multiplicity. Thus, 1 has no
contrast, and even the negative principle that seemingly op-
poses the deity is, in the end, annulled or integrated into the
Unity. As 1, God is the Absolute One as well as the One that
is unique in its being.

The Indian thinkers of the Upanishads were in search of
the unity behind the varied manifestations that were taken as
mere appearances, as ways of action, indeed, as deceptive
phantasms before the One, or as a colorful play that veils the
essential Unity. “Manifold, that is how poets call the One that
is only one. One is the fire that flares up in ever so many
forms, One is the sun, radiating upon the world,” as an Indian
sage described it. The German poet-orientalist Riickert has
expressed such ideas in his didactic poem Die Weisheit des
Brahmanen (The Wisdom of the Brahmin), taking over in the
last line a formulation from chapter 112 of the Quran, the
chapter that is the shortest expression of God'’s unity:

So wahr als aus der Eins die Zahlenreihe fliet,

So wahr aus einem Keim des Baumes Krone spriefit,

So wahr erkennest du, da8 der ist einzig Einer,

Aus welchem alles ist, und gleich ihm ewig keiner.

{As truly as the chain of numbers emerges from the 1

As truly as the tree’s foliated crown grows out of a single seed
As truly you recognize that He is One and unique
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He, from whom everything emerges and to whom nothing is
Equal nor eternal like Him.)

To attain this unity that lies hidden behind the manifold
manifestations and to achieve identity with the One has al-
ways been the goal of mysticism, as expressed in its classical
form in the Upanishads: aham brahmasmi, “I am Brahma.”
Besides this inclusive mystical monotheism, however, there
exists another type of monotheism, which has been called
“prophetic” or exclusive. This is a religious form most clearly
seen in Judaism and Islam (very strict monotheists do not
consider Christianity, with its doctrine of the Trinity, to be
truly monotheistic). This type of monotheism is likely to have
developed out of henotheism, which is the adoration of one
special god who is superior to the other deities, and to whom
believers turn in their worship more than to others. The bibli-
cal Yahweh, however, teaches his prophets that he, the One, is
the only God, a jealous God who does not tolerate the worship
of anyone else. Similarly, the Islamic profession of faith
claims that “There is no deity save God,” and “deity” can be
interpreted as anything that diverts humanity from the abso-
lute surrender (islam) to this one creator, sustainer, and
judge. To be sure, in both Judaism and Islam a more mystical,
more inclusive type of piety developed, which can be studied
in the Cabala on the one hand and in the Sufi tradition on the
other (particularly in the school of Ibn ‘Arabi), both of which
show Neoplatonic trends. At that point the sober and clearcut
statement that “there is no deity save God” can be expressed
by the formula, “there is nothing existent save God,” and the
creation out of nothing by God’s creative word is interpreted
as a mysterious doctrine of emanations from the One.

Prophetic monotheism is not restricted to the Semitic
peoples. In the fourteenth century B.c.E. the Egyptian king
Amenhotep IV proclaimed a monotheistic religion that had
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the sun as the one central deity. However, the opinion that
urmonotheism preceded all other religious forms cannot be
maintained, in spite of how much material its major defender,
Pater Wilhelm Schmidt, collected to prove his point.

Christianity, although viewed with suspicion by the stern
monotheistic religions of Judaism and Islam, has in fact as-
cribed the greatest importance to the One. Suffice it to read,
in Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (4:5): “One lord, one faith,
one baptism, one God, father of all”. And as the Venerable
Bede has claimed, the one temple in Jerusalem pointed to the
one eternal home of all believers.

The German Protestant mystic Valentin Weigel has ex-
pressed the mystery of 1 as the number of the deity in a
beautiful saying: “ The One is a conclusion and concept of all
numbers, 2,3,5,10,100,1000. Therefore you can say that 1 is
all numbers complicite—rolled together—and 2,3,5,10,100,
1000 is nothing but unfolding. I shall compare God to the first
number and the creatures to the other numbers because God
is one . . . and because the creature in itself is twofold or has
two aspects, one to itself, and one to God.” And the seven-
teenth-century Catholic mystic Angelus Silesius sings:

Gleich wie die Einheit ist in einer jeden Zahl
So ist auch Gott der Ein’ in Dingen tberall.

(Just as unity is in every number,
thus God the one is everywhere in everything.)

For the Muslim mystics the numerical value of 1 for the
letter alif, the first letter of the Arabic alphabet, as well as the
first letter of the name of Allah, God, offered a wonderful
possibility for puns and allusions on every literary level. Is it
not enough to know the first letter of the alphabet and its
numerical value, since it contains all wisdom and knowledge
in itself? The person who has come to know the One God does

not need anything more.



POLARITY AND
DIVISION
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Die Zwei ist Zweifel, Zwist, ist Zwietracht, Zwiespalt,
Zwitter,

Die Zwei is Zwillingsfrucht am Zweige, siif} and bitter.

{Two is doubt, disunion, discord, dissension, her-
maphrodite,

Two is the twin fruit on the twig, both sweet and
bitter.)

Riickert invented this ingenious wordplay in his didactic epic
The Wisdom of the Brahmin to allude to many negative char-
acteristics of the number 2. In religious traditions, 2 means
disunion, the falling apart of the absolute divine unity, and is
therefore the number connected with the world of creation:
“creature is twofold in itself,” as Valentin Weigel said in the
sixteenth century.

In every aspect of life one observes the central position of
dichotomies, dyads, and dual structures. These, however,
need not point to a purely negative discord. For the very
possibility of discussion, of addressing someone other than
one’s self, contains a tension between I and Thou, a tension
that can be fruitful as well as fatal. The line, the geometrical
expression of 2, separates as it unites.
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Many languages possess the grammatical form of the
dual, which was the subject of an article by the German
thinker Wilhelm von Humboldt as early as 1828. This dual,
which expresses the relation between two individuals but not
between the I and a larger group, is found in antiquity and
remnants still exist in certain German dialects, notably in
some areas of Westphalia and Bavaria-Austria. Here, as in
some Slavic languages, it occurs particularly in personal pro-
nouns. In a different linguistic tradition, the Semitic one, Ara-
bic has completely retained dual forms, while modern Hebrew
has discarded them, although they appear throughout the
Old Testament.

The confrontation between I and Thou contains, by its
Very nature, an opposition, and such an opposition becomes
even more evident when the human I is confronted with the
absolute, unique divine Thou. For as we saw above, it is im-
possible to think of anything truly opposed to the divine One.
Thus, 2 becomes a number of contradiction and antithesis
and, logically, of the non-divine. Since it produces discord, it
is rarely used in magic.

When reading these deliberations one must not think of
the mathematical equation 1 + 1 = 2, for from the esoteric
and mystical viewpoint, only the One that cannot be repeated
or doubled exists. One god plus another god makes 2 deities,
which, then, no longer correspond to the ideal of the eternal,
unique One. For this reason, in religious and magic thought, 2
has always been the symbol of the confrontation of two rela-
tive units rather than divine ones. It was again Agrippa of
Nettesheim who gave a fine description of the religious pecu-
liarities of the number 2: it is “the number of man, who is
called ‘another,’” and it is the number of the lesser world. It
is also the number of sex, and of evil, for, as all medieval
exegetes of the Bible emphasize, in the story of creation in
Genesis, the formula “and it was good” is lacking on the
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Adam and Eve, or the unification of the male and female principles in the
signs of sun and moon. Woodcut, sixteenth century.

second day. Thus it was believed that “fearful goblins” and
“mischievous spirits that molest travelers” are under the reign
of 2. The fact that “the second” is, in Scandinavian languages,
andra, “the other,” fits well with Agrippa’s formulation,
which places mortals as “another” against God.

Two came into existence only with creation, because with-
out the polarity it expresses, material life would not exist. As
the electric current needs a positive and a negative pole and
animal life continues through inbreathing and outbreathing
and by the heartbeat with its systole and diastole, 2 is con-
nected with all the manifestations in the world of creatures.
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As Goethe, whose whole work shows his awareness of the
mystery of polarity, writes, using a purely Islamic image:

Im Atembholen sind zweierlei Gnaden . .
Du danke Gott, wenn er dich presst
Und danke’ ihm, wenn er dich wieder entlasst.

(There is twofold grace in breathing . . .
you should thank God when he presses you
and equally when he releases you.)

This saying takes up the alternating steps of gabd, “pressure,”
“depression,” and bast, “elation,” “expansion”, as they were
experienced by the Sufis of the Islamic world and expressed in
ever new images. Just as fear cannot be conceived without the
complementary feeling of hope, pressure and release inevita-
bly belong together. For God the One, in order to become
known, manifests himself in what Rudolf Otto has called the
mysterium tremendum and the mysterium fascinans. But this
was known in the Islamic tradition many centuries ago, for
the Muslims hold that God manifests himself through his
beauty and kindness, jamal, and his majesty and wrath, jalal,
both of which point to his unfathomable, unique perfection in
which all the opposites come together.

Like the Cabalistic mystic, Islamic Sufis have discovered
an allusion to the created world in the second letter of the
alphabet, b, which in both Hebrew and Arabic has the numer-
ical value of 2. And just as the Bible begins with b’reshit, “In
the beginning . . . ,” the first words of the Quran are
Bismillah, “In the name of God . . . ,” so that in both cases
the first letter of the holy book is the letter of creation, the b.

A beautiful symbol of the duality that appears through
creation was invented by the great Persian mystical poet Ja-
laladdin Rumi, who compares God’s creative word kun (writ-
ten in Arabic KN) with a twisted rope of 2 threads (which in
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Left: Yin and Yang, in China the natural powers of the female (the dark)
and the male (the light). Both have emerged from the primordial One (T'ai
chi). The union of the polarized powers produced the 5 “changing powers”
or elements out of which the “10,000 things” came into existence. Right:
Representation of the dyadic number sequence, the binary system as dis-
covered by Leibniz. Reverse side of a sketch for a memorial medal described
by Leibniz in a letter to Prince Rudolf August of Braunschweig, dated 2
January 1697: “I have sketched on it light and darkness, or according to
human representation God's spirit above the water. . . . And this is all the
more fitting as the empty abyss and gloomy waste belong to zero and

nothing, while the spirit of God with his light belongs to the omnipotent
One.”

English is called twine, in German Zwirn, both words derived
from the root “two”). This twisted yarn appears in all man-
ifestations of creation but dupes only the ignorant, who are
led to believe in multiplicity, while the wise know that the
world of unity is hidden behind the apparent contrasts.
Perhaps the most ingenious way to show the fundamental
polarity on which life rests is found in the yin and yang of the
Chinese religion, by which active and passive, male and
female, begetter and begotten, fire and water, day and night,
and whatever complementary relations exist are expressed.
These relations are extremely subtle and appear in both cos-
mic and human relations. Thus the highest celestial being and
the highest ruler appear in the yang principle, while the
moon, the water, and the empress are related to the yin prin-
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ciple. Yin and yang are omnipresent and inseparable, for it is
impossible to make either one absolute: the mention of
“woman” includes involuntarily the idea of “man,” just as
“health” presupposes the existence of “illness.” (These exam-
ples are taken from the Persian mystic Rumi’s work, not from
Chinese, but they express the yang-yin relationship with per-
fect lucidity.) In another area of Chinese thought, the 2 types
of small sticks used in the oracles of the I Ching bear witness
to the highly developed art of divination based on psychologi-
cal concepts (and a dyadic system long before the invention of
the computer).

Under the strong impression of the reality of evil, some
religions developed a dualistic worldview. The best-known,
and still extant example is Zoroastrianism, the ancient Iranian
religion, with its contrasting pair of Ahura Mazda, the god of
light and goodness, and Ahriman, the dark, evil principle. For
the Zoroastrians, everything in the world belongs to one of
these two powers. It was, however, only with later gnostic
systems, especially Manicheism, that the good principle was
tied up exclusively with the spiritual while the evil was con-
nected with everything material, hence, the soul had to strive
to escape the evil, material prison of this world and this body.

Insofar as the number 2 expresses the breaking up of the
primordial unity of being and points to the alienation of cre-
ation from its ultimate source, mystically oriented religions
emphasize its negative aspects. The “prophetic” religions, on
the other hand, have discovered a positive value in this very
tension between the One and the many, between creature and
creator, for their goal is not so much the final unification of
the creature with the divine One (like the raindrop that loses
itself in the ocean), but rather the creative dialogue, the
awareness of the relation between I and Thou in prayer. This
very separation and its expression in longing and in unending
quest, resulting from the knowledge that the separation be-
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tween the eternal One and the one created in time cannot be
overcome, has inspired many poets in East and West alike.
The German poet Rudolf Alexander Schroeder (d. 1962)
sings, for example:

Ich méchte Dir nimmer so nah sein,
Daf ich mich nach Dir nicht sehnte. . .

(I would not like to be so close to Thee
that I would cease longing for Thee. . . )

Similarly, among Muslim thinkers, Schroeder’s elder contem-
porary Muhammad Igbal (d. 1938) expresses in ever-new im-
ages the importance of longing, which he sees as humanity’s
truly creative spark, unlike the eternal quietude of mystical
union, which he finds dangerous and unproductive. However,
the longing for a reunion of what has been separated by the
very act of creation permeates most religions. Thus Goethe,
addressing his beloved, hopes that “a second word ‘Be!” shall
not separate us for a second time” (Und ein zweites Wort “Es
werde!” / Trenn uns nicht zum zweitenmal. . . .)

In many cultures sexual union is construed as a means of
overcoming this polar opposition of male and female. Thus, in
the tantric tradition of the Hindus and Buddhists, one tries to
attain to the experience of absolute unity through sexual prac-
tices. In Hinduism, even the god needs his shakti, his femi-
nine power, and even in the deepest and generally rather
abstract mysticophilosophical texts such as the Upanishads,
the experience of the unio mystica is compared to the loving
union of man and woman: “Just as someone embraced by a
beloved woman no longer knows what is inside and outside,”
thus the mystic, embraced by absolute unity, no longer recog-
nizes any duality between god and creature. In the Jewish
tradition the Cabalists likewise speak of the hieros gamos, the
sacred union of male and female powers as symbolized in the
pairs of begetting and receiving potencies in the divine unity.
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This is particularly evident in the combination of the ninth
sefira, Yesod, with the tenth one, the Shekhinah.

It is therefore not astonishing that in many religious tradi-
tions primordial man is imagined as androgynous (in German,
Zwitter, derived from the root “two”). Thus there is a whole
group of Hindu statues that represent the deity as half male
and half female. According to Tacitus, even in the ancient
Teutonic religion there was a primeval androgynous being
called Twisto, who was regarded as the father of Manno, the
“male” human. Such a state, seen as one of higher perfection,
is even alluded to in an agraphon of Jesus that is quoted by
Clement of Alexandria: “Then Salome asked Jesus: ‘When
shall thy kingdom come?” And the Lord spoke: ‘When two
have become one, when the male has become female and
when there is no female any more.”” In other words, the
kingdom of God will return once duality has been overcome.
For duality appeared, as the Torah and later the Cabala hold,
because man ate from the tree of knowledge and thus became
aware of the existence of good and evil and of life and death,
as well as of sexuality. “And thus you have endangered your-
self,” says the Zohar, the central text of the Cabala, “because
everything that originated from the tree of knowledge carries
in it duality.”

The Christian church also had negative interpretations of
the number 2, seen as a deviation from unity, from the first
good. Is it not written in the Bible that 2 unclean animals
from each race were taken into the ark? Furthermore, 2 is the
number associated with heretics, those who, in the words of
Gregory the Great, are duplex cor, having two hearts, and
thus do not follow the Gospel wholeheartedly.

In fact, the link between 2 and unreliability is known to
most cultures, beginning with the double-faced Janus in an-
cient Rome. In Persian, two-faced means “false” and two-
colored, “hypocritical,” while the Arabs call a hypocrite “fa-
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God’s hand extends the 2 tablets of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai.

Miniature from the Parma Mahzor, a Jewish prayer book for holidays,
written in 1450.

ther of two tongues,” or “double tongued,” like the German
doppelziingig. Things ambivalent and ambiguous belong, as
the root ambi (“both”) shows, to the same sphere of uncer-
tainty (or twilight) as the di-lemma.

However, to say something positive about 2, one should
remember that in medieval Christian exegesis it can point to
the two commandments to love God and one’s neighbor. Also
among the positive aspects are the 2 tablets of the Ten Com-
mandments, which point to the twofold character of human
duties toward God and the neighbor. By extension, religious
life can be divided into the vita contemplativa and the vita
activa, personified by Rachel and Leah in the Old Testament,
and Mary and Martha in the New Testament. In the circles of
the Cabalist Isaac Luria, Leah and Rachel were regarded as two
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The diurnal and the nocturnal halves of the human being. Diagram from
Utriusque cosmi, majoris et minoris, metaphysica, physica atque technica
historia (1617) by Robert Fludd, the spiritual father of Freemasonry. He
claims that God has brought into the world the contrasting aspects of things,
such as light and darkness, form and matter. Hence, according to Fludd, the
world, including man as microcosm, should be explained as a mixture of

opposite principles.
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aspects of the Shekhinah, who complains in her exile yet is
united with the Lord.

In popular religion, especially in the East, one encounters
a widespread fear of the number 2: one should not do 2 things
at the same time, marry off 2 couples on the same day, or have
2 brothers marry 2 sisters. Nor should 2 related families live
in one room. Jewish law tells man not to pass between 2
women, 2 dogs, or 2 pigs, and 2 men should not allow any of
these creatures to pass by them. The Christian peasants of
Egypt never have 2 children baptized on the same day in the
same church for fear that one will die. Similar superstitions
are found in certain parts of the Balkans, where it is held that
2 persons should not drink at the same time from the same
fountain.

With this aversion to twofold appearances or actions it is
understandable that twins are surrounded with an aura of
mystery, and in a number of ancient civilizations twins, or at
least one of them, were killed. Among some Northwest Coast
Indians, the parents of twins had to observe certain taboos, for
it was believed that twins rule over water, rain, and wind and
that their wishes are fulfilled by supernatural powers. Among
certain Bantu tribes, twins are considered to bring rain.

The special role of 2 is also evident from linguistic forms:
besides the use of the dual, groups of 2 are often singled out
by special terms, beginning with twins (German: Zwillinge).
Two oxen are called a yoke (German: ein Joch Ochsen), and 2
partridges are a brace; one speaks of a pair of shoes and a
couple of things, and of course, the duo and the duet in music.
The German word Zweifel “doubt,” contains the root “two,”
as does the Latin du-bius and its derivations, including doubt.
Numerous compounds with the Latin roots di- or dis-, such as
dispute, discord, or disagreement, point to the di-visive quali-
ty of the 2.

Although duality and, in a positive sense, polarity are
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necessary for the continuation of life, in the worldview of
numerologists 2 is more on the negative side, on the side of
discord and division (Zwietracht and Entzweiung in German),
and another power is necessary to overcome the disunited
world. Thus, one proceeds from the holy simplicity, Einfalt,
through Zweifel, doubt, to the Trinity.




THE EMBRACING
SYNTHESIS
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You have 3 guesses: why does the proverb say “Good things
come in threes,” and why does the psychologist think that 3
restores the damage 2 has caused by dividing? The reason, as
Ludwig Paneth has stated, is that the triad leads to a new
integration, one that does not negate the duality preceding it
but rather, overcomes it, just as the child is a binding element
that unites the male and female parents.

Three stands beyond the contrast caused by the 2, as one
can still see in the expression of the “laughing third person”
and as the German rhyme claims: “Wenn sich ihrer zwei
streiten um ein Ei, steckt’s der dritte bei.” (When two fight
for an egg, the third will get it.)

The mysterious character of 3 has often been expressed in
poetry, a notable example of which is the sixteenth-century
French thinker Du Bartes's Sepmaine. In Joshua Sylvester’s
1578 English translation, 3 is described as follows:

The eldest of odds, God's number properly . . .

Heaven’s dearest number, whose inclosed center
doth equally from both extremes extend,

the first that hath a beginning, midst, and end.

Indeed, it has each of these aspects and is therefore highly
58
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desirable. It can even be seen as the first “real” number, and
the first to produce a geometrical figure: since 3 points enclose
the triangle, it is the first plane figure that can be perceived by
our senses.

Soon after World War II a theologian in Marburg, Wolf-
gang Philipp, composed a learned study with the title Trinitdt
ist unser Sein (Trinity Is Our Being) in which he pointed to
the tendency—apparently inherent in everything created—
toward grouping things in triads. Indeed, in 1923 Ernst Cas-
sirer had already written in his Philosophie der symbolischen
Formen (“Philosophy of Symbolic Forms”), that “the problem
of Unity which comes out of itself and thus becomes some-
thing else and a second to become united with itself again in a
third stage belongs to the spiritual heirloom of the entire
human race.” Although it may appear to be a purely intellec-
tualized expression in the speculative history of religion, the
widespread idea of a triune deity shows that it must have
deep-rooted foundations in the human mind. As early as the
Middle Ages, Albertus Magnus also claimed that 3 is in all
things and signifies the trinity of natural phenomena.

For Wolfgang Philipp, all being consists of a tripolar
Ergriffenheit (emotion), which is manifested in wave, radia-
tion, and condensation, and he thinks that because we are
existentially tripolar, we feel at home in corresponding triads.
That is why three things are good things, and we are in a good
mood when we find our own active, middle and passive prin-
ciples fulfilled and confirmed in them.

In 1903 the German scholar R. Miiller tried to explain the
importance of 3 in tales, poetry, and visual art and argued that
the importance of the triad stems from the observation of
nature. Once human beings saw water, air, and earth, they
developed the idea of the existence of 3 worlds (called Mid-
gard, Asgard, and Niflheim in the Germanic tradition); they
recognized 3 states (i.e., solid, liquid, and gaseous); they
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found 3 groups of created things (minerals, plants, and ani-
mals) and discovered in the plants, root, shaft, and flower, and
in the fruit, husk, flesh, and kernel. The sun was perceived in
a different direction and form in the morning, at high noon,
and in the evening. In fact, since the world we see and live in
is 3-dimensional, all our experiences take place within the
coordinates of space (length, height, width) and time (past,
present, future). All of life appears under the threefold aspect
of beginning, middle, and end, which can be expressed in
more abstract terms as becoming, being, and disappearing; a
perfect whole can be formed by thesis, antithesis, and syn-
thesis. There are also the 3 primary colors, red, yellow, and
blue, from which all other colors can be mixed.

From time immemorial, thinkers have tried to explain the
unfolding of the One into multiplicity with special reference
to the 3. Lao-tzu says: “The Tao produces unity, unity pro-
duces duality, duality produces trinity, and the triad produces
all things.” The Pythagoreans likewise postulated that the
unqualified unity was divided into 2 opposing powers to
create the world and then into tri-unity to produce life. For
Dante the 3, as he saw it incorporated in the Trinity, revealed
the principle of love, that is, the synthetic power. In the histo-
ry of religions this role of the 3 has led to the formation and
invention of numerous trinitarian groupings and tricephalic
deities. As early as the third millennium B.c.E. one finds the
Sumerian deities Anu, Enlil, and Ea, corresponding to heaven,
air, and earth, while ancient Babylon worshiped the astral
trinity of Sin (moon), Shamash (sun), and Ishtar (Venus),
with 4 planetary deities added to this highest trinity to attain
the sacred 7. The Greek goddess Hekate appears under 3 dif-
ferent aspects: in the sky as Selene or Luna, the moon, on
earth as Diana, and in the netherworld as Hekate.

In a similar way, hymns to the Virgin Mary in the Chris-
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tian tradition address her alternately as mother, Virgin, and
queen. Although they are not very pronounced in the Rgveda,
triads of gods are known from ancient India, and there are
numerous triadic groups of deities, such as Agni, Soma, and
Gandharva. The 3 aspects of the sun are as important as the 3
strides of Vishnu that symbolize them. There are also groups
of 3 X 11 = 33 deities, which are expanded in the Ma-
habharata into 33,333. The great triad, however, appears with
Hinduism: Brahma the creator, Shiva the destroyer, and
Vishnu the sustainer; these were later explained as the 3
aspects of the one unattainable reality. In Mahayana Bud-
dhism, especially in Japan, Amida, Sheishi, and Kwannon rep-
resent the heavenly powers. The Etruscans too had a divine
triad, but better known is the triad of Greek gods mentioned
by Homer: Zeus, Athena, and Apollo. In Homer’s work triads
and their multiples, enneads, are used in connection with
divine things or events. As for ancient Iran, the introduction
of the god of Time, Zurvan, and later that of Mithras, into the
stark dualism of the ancient Zoroastrian religion shows that
even there a third power was needed beyond Ahura Mazda,
the principle of light and goodness, and Ahriman, the evil
principle of darkness. The Edda mentions an ancient Nordic
triad in a visionary verse that declares, “Odin gave mind,
Hénir soul, Lodur light and color.” But even earlier, Germanic
religion knew of Odin, Wili, and Weh, who overcame the
chaotic matter symbolized in the primordial giant Ymir and
created the world from the parts of his body.

The triad of deities is known in ancient Egypt as well. In
the state religion professed in Thebes, Amon, Chonsu, and the
goddess Mut are the 3 main protagonists, while that of
the mystery religion consists of Isis, Osiris, and their son, the
savior Horus.

In short, the Christian concept of Trinity is perfectly in
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The Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are persons exclusively “in
God.” Woodcut from a Book of Hours, Paris, 1524.
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tune with general trends in the history of religions. Hopper
makes this point in Medieval Number Symbolism:

The paramount doctrinal weakness of Christianity, as the Arian
heresy testifies, was the duality of the Godhead. The Son was the
first step towards a solution, but the addition of a third person, the
Holy Ghost, provided indisputable evidence of Unity . . . . That
the Father and Son were One was questionable on numerical as well
as philosophical grounds. But Father, Son and Holy Spirit were
unquestionably One by the very virtue of being Three!

It is said that St. Ignatius of Loyola used to shed tears
whenever he saw something in groups of 3 or something
threefold, as this reminded him immediately of the Trinity.
This mystery of the Tri-unity has been symbolized by Dante
in the structure of the Divine Comedy, where the literary
form of the 3-part terzine serves as the perfect vehicle to
express trinitarian ideals. By contrast, it is nearly impossible

Hares, symbols of the tri-unity that is always awake, seeing and hearing
everything. Their ears form a triangle. These hares are found on a window
of the cathedral of Paderborn. Diirer’s painting The Holy Family with the
Three Hares similarly points to the Trinity: one hare places his paw on the
other hare’s shoulder, pointing to the third one, who is running off (i.e.,
God’s Son turns toward the world of humanity.)

[
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The Trinity in a quatrefoil. Part of the illustrated title page of the English
Lothian Bible, ca. 1220. God the Father has Christ’s features; God the Son

is growing out of his lap; between their two heads the dove, symbol of the
Holy Spirit.

to represent the Christian Trinity pictorially. Medieval at-
tempts such as the relief of the Trinity in Plau in Mecklenburg
show the difficulties, and one can well understand why Pope
Urban VIII regarded a representation in the mosaic floor of
the cathedral of Hildesheim (Germany) as heretical: spiritual
tri-unity cannot be expressed in corporeal form.

Even more than the supreme deities, the lesser gods com-
monly appear in groups of 3. The Moiras in Greece and the
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Norns in Germanic tradition, for example, are both female
powers of Fate who rule becoming, being, and annihilation by
spinning and cutting the thread of life.

The number 3 is also important in human relations, as can
be seen from the triumvirate, the rule of three men, and the
old academic dictum tres faciunt collegium, stipulating that 3
students must be present in a class and 3 people together can
make a decision.

In philosophy and psychology, 3 serves as the number of
classification: time, space, and causality belong together.
Since Plato, the ideal has been taken to be composed of the
good, the true, and the beautiful, while Augustine established
the categories of being, recognizing, and willing. The Indian
Chandogya Upanishad likewise mentions several triadic
groups, such as hearing, understanding, and knowledge, and
in the later Upanishads, the 3 basic values that express the
fullness of the one divine being are sat, chit, and ananda
(being, thinking, and bliss).

According to the doctrine of the Zohar, the world was
created from 3, namely wisdom, reason, and perception, man-
ifested in the fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. For the
Cabalists, the uppermost triad of the ten sefirot represents the
potencies of perception; the medium triad, the primordial
powers of spiritual life; and the lowest triad, the primordial
power of vitality. Manichaeism knows 3 ways, and the Temple
of the Grail has 3 gates, those of right faith, chastity, and
humility.

Spiritual activities are often classified in triads; thus,
Hegel writes of the three modes of being as Ansichsein, Da-
sein, and Fiirsichsein. Spiritual activities are divided into
thinking, willing, and feeling, and biological processes in the
body also appear in threes. Just as medieval alchemy speaks of
the 3 matters that work inside humans, modern chemistry
classifies matter as acids, bases, and salts. Physics similarly
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The 3 Holy Girls. Mold for gingerbread, Munich. Such images go back to
the popular Christian veneration of saintly virgins as well as to Celtic
mother goddesses. Thus the Irish cult of the 3 Brigids was so strong that
Christianity had to tolerate it and slowly transformed the 3 Brigids into the
1 Saint Brigit, who is to this day the patron saint of Irish women.
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relies on the tripartite relations between mass, power, and
velocity. The division into spirit, soul, and body has been
taken over from Hellenism into both Western and Islamic
cultures; drawing on the Quran, Sufism classifies the soul
according to 3 degrees: the soul that incites to evil (Sura
12:53), the blaming soul (Sura 75:2), and the soul at peace
(Sura 89:27). According to the Samkhya school of Indian
philosophical thought, matter has 3 qualities (triguna), name-
ly tamas, rajas, and sattva (the dark, the moved, the being).

One of the most charming traditions about the 3 aspects of
life has been retold by Riickert in his poetic version of the
story of Al-Farabi (d. 950), the Islamic philosopher and the-
oretician of music who is said to have played 3 different tunes
on his lute: with one tune he made his listeners laugh, with
another one he made them weep, and with the third he put all
of them to sleep.

Triads have even found their way into the absolute mono-
theism of Islam. The Shiite form of the profession of faith—
“There is no deity save God; Muhammad is the messenger of
God; “Ali is the friend of God”—has led to innumerable cita-
tions of the triad God-Muhammad-‘Ali in poetry and decora-
tive arts. In some extremist Shia groups even Muhammad,
"Ali, and the Persian Salman al-Farisi are taken together as a
kind of triad. In the sect of the Ahl-i haqq, which is predomi-
nantly located in Kurdistan, 3 is widely used in cosmogonic
myths. In the great tradition of Islam, the quranic division of
islam (surrender) and iman (faith) is enlarged by adding ihsan
(to do good), and thus the tripartite aspect of religion becomes
clear. The legal categories are also threefold: haram (prohib-
ited), halal (permitted), and mushabbih (doubtful). The Sutfis,
who have divided the way of mortals into shari‘a (divine law),
tariga (mystical path), and hagiga (reality), can be compared
to their Christian colleagues who speak of the via purgativa,
the via contemplativa, and the via illuminativa. The Sufis
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also know that the one remembering God (dhakir) and the one
who is remembered (madhkur) finally fall together in the act
of remembering (dhikr), just as lover and beloved are united in
the overarching concept of love. The sayings of the Sufis are
commonly divided into 3 parts, just as their hearers are tradi-
tionally divided into 3 groups: common people, the elite, and
the elite of the elite, each of whom is said to understand the
truth differently.

In Buddhism, the threefold classification of words of
wisdom and teachings leads to forms like the trikaya, or “3
bodies” of the Buddha, and the Tripitaka, or “3 Baskets” of
the doctrine, as well as the 3 sources of salvation, Buddha,
dharma (the right path of the law), and samgha (community).

Three different worldviews or religions are often grouped
into a triad. This is true for China with Confucianism, Tao-
ism, and Buddhism, and for medieval Europe when one spoke
of Christians, Jews, and pagans. It is still common to refer to
Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, a classification reflected in

“The 3 religions are one.” Left: The Chinese teachers and founders of
religions: Confucius, Shakyamuni Buddha, and Lao-tzu. Stone engraving.

Right: Christian, Jew, and Muslim united in one confession of faith. From
Jacob Emden’s Hashimmush.
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the numerous modern jokes featuring a Protestant minister, a
Catholic priest, and a rabbi.

In many traditions 3 was considered to mean “much,”
that is, beyond duality. Thus Aristotle indicates that 3 is the
first number to which the term “all” applies. It is cumulative,
and it denotes finality: what has been done thrice becomes
law. According to Hartner, in ancient Egypt 3 was, at some
point, the upper limit of exact counting and at the same time
an expression of indefinite multiplicity; the Egyptian sign for
the plural, moreover, is 3 strokes. From this viewpoint, 3 can
mean a superlative, as in terfelix (thrice happy) or tris-
megistos (thrice greatest one), and the threefold repetition of a
word is used for the superlative as well. The trident and triple
thunderbolt are attributes of greatness for the deities of antig-
uity. As a number of perfection and completion, 3 also played
a role in the sacrificial rites of ancient Greece and Rome. On
special occasions a deity was offered 3 animals, such as a pig, a
sheep, and a bullock, or a pig, a buck, and a ram. The same
idea occurs in the Old Testament when God asks Abraham for
three animals, a cow, a goat, and a ram, each of them 3 years
old.

By extension, the comprehensive 3 can turn into a simple
round number: Jonah spends 3 days in the belly of the whale;
the darkness that came over Egypt lasted 3 days; there are 3
men in the fiery furnace, and St. Paul still feels the results of
ecstasy 3 days after his conversion. Likewise, the groups of 3
that are found throughout the Bible and other literary sources,
both elite and popular, function as round numbers rather than
“mystical” ones, whether these are the 3 sons of Adam or
Noah, the 3 best knights, the 3 strongest giants, or the 3 best
lovers.

In his book Agnostos Theos, Eduard Norden quite cor-
rectly points out that “the mystical power of the sacred
3. .. has extended to the formulaic language of religious
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Jacab Boehme, “About the Threefold Life of Man or, Description of the
Three Principles of the Divine Being” (written 1618-1619). Large folded

folio in the complete edition of Alle gttliche Schriften (All divine writings),
1730-1731.

thought.” We have already seen some examples from Sufi
sayings, but there is also a tripartition of the words of Jesus,
especially in the Gospel of John. The Resurrection takes place
on the third day, and the resurrected Christ appears thrice to
his disciples. It is no accident that there are 3 magi who come
to worship the child in Bethlehem, and the epistles of St. Paul

and the Revelation are, as Philipp writes, “filled with rolling
triads.”
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Religious buildings are often tripartite as well. This is the
case for the Jewish temple, the form of which was later taken
over by Christian architects. The long nave, the transept and
the apse were then interpreted as pointing to the mystery of
the Trinity. The altar too is frequently decorated with a trip-
tych, which usually represents 3 scenes from the life of Jesus.
In architectural decoration, especially in Gothic cathedrals,
the triskelion is often used.

There were a good number of triads that Christian medi-
eval exegetes interpreted as expressing the central role of the
Trinity. Didn’t Jesus himself speak of his threefold role as the
way, the truth, and the life? And doesn’t our very way of
conceptualizing and forming sentences prove that the human
being is an image of the Trinity, imago trinitatis, as Adam
Scot thought? Otherwise, how would one think of subject,
object, and predicate, or of noun, adjective, and verb, or of
past, present, and future when constructing an intelligible
sentence? Albertus Magnus saw 3 modes and times of wor-
ship and found “that 3 appears in everything and means the
trinity of natural phenomena.” Our threefold way of acting—
by thought, word, and works—is ambivalent: it can lead to
positive or negative results, to good works or to sin. For this
reason, penance too consists of repentance, confession, and
absolution, and the expiation includes prayer, fasting, and
almsgiving. The triad of faith, hope, and charity mentioned
by St. Paul (1. Cor. 13) manifests itself throughout human
life, and indeed, Louis Massignon believed that it dis-
tinguishes the 3 great monotheisms, Islam (faith), Judaism
(hope), and Christianity (charity).

Medieval exegetes divided history into the time ante leg-
em (before the law), which is the time of the patriarchs; sub
lege (under the law), represented by the period of the Israelite
prophets, and sub gratia (under grace), the time of the apos-
tles. Thus one could see the progress from the law (Moses) to

ah
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the prophets (Elias) and the Gospels. It is remarkable that the
founders of each of these 3 traditions were credited with a fast
of 40 days. It seems natural that such speculations about tri-
adic processes in history should be developed in later cen-
turies. Joachim of Fiore in the thirteenth century expressed
the hope that after the kingdom of the Father and that of the
Son, the all-embracing kingdom of the Spirit would begin.
This hope was not fulfilled, but the name and the idea of a
third kingdom were inherited by the Dritte Reich, the Third
Reich, as it was envisaged (though not in the form it later
assumed) by several utopian thinkers in early twentieth-
century Germany. This Reich was, historically speaking, the
fourth German Reich, but the symbolic character of the 3
strengthened it and made it more attractive for many. The
symbol 3 was stronger than historical truth, for it promised
the fulfillment of all human hopes.

The ternary rhythm of historical processes was stressed by
the Muslim philosopher Ibn Khaldun in the fourteenth cen-
tury, and it is also found in church history, where Moscow is
called the Third Rome, after Rome and Constantinople. Marx
and Comte speak of 3 stages of social development, and it is
rather common to find a tripartition of social structures, es-
pecially in the Indo-Germanic world, as among early Indians,
Iranians, and Celts, where the priest, the warrior, and the
agriculturist appear together (although a fourth stratum was
later added). Even in modern Germany one used to speak of
Lehrstand, Wehrstand, and Néhrstand, the teachers (in the
widest sense of the word), the military, and the people who
feed others. Expressions like le tiers-Etat (Third Estate) in the
French Revolution of 1789 and the modern Third Power and
even more, the Third World, belong to the same category.

Another aspect of the 3 is its role as the first geometrical
figure, the triangle, which is enclosed by 3 points and formed
from 3 lines. As Liithi remarked: “Plato wanted to build the
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world from triangles.” Although Freud regarded the 3 as the
masculine number par excellence (because of the form of the
male sexual organ), the triangle or delta was in fact used in
primitive Stone Age figures to express the female aspect. The
Maya also relate 3 to women, whose characteristics are the 3
stones of the fireplace. Pythagoras interpreted the triangle as
the “beginning of the development” in the cosmic sense be-
cause geometrical figures such as the rectangle and 6-pointed
stars can be formed from it. This important role made the
triangle an amulet as well, and people liked to use triangular
pieces of paper for magical purposes. Sometimes they had a
drawing of the divine eye in the center, sometimes also the
Hebrew letters yod-he-waw in the points. In the most com-
prehensive work on German folk religion and superstition,
the Handwérterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, one reads:

A triangular piece of paper with three crosses in the 3 corners and a
prayer in the center helps against gout; triangular pieces of paper at
the cradle protect from witches. In 1511, Herzog Maximilian of
Bavaria prohibited “blessings written on a certain paper or parch-
ment in triangular shape.” In Egypt, children and horses were pro-
tected by triangular amulets against the evil eye. In central Europe
the linen strainer used to be folded in triangular form to facilitate the
churning of butter, and magic triangles were used as well. The so-
called triangle of life, triangular numbers, and even triangular
cookies also played a role. In the huts of witches all the instruments
and implements are triangular.

(However, we would not want to speak of the “eternal tri-
angle” here!)

The double triangle of hermetism, the 6-pointed star, sig-
nifies the combination of microcosmos and macrocosmos.

In Christian mysticism and magic, triangles and the
number 3 always have a certain relation to the Trinity. But 3
can also become a demonic number, for at times Satan tries to
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imitate the Trinity and appears in 3 terrible forms. In his
Divine Comedy, Dante has taken over this motif in a most
ingenious way, with Hell becoming a parody, so to speak, of
the trinitarian system. (And let us not forget that Peter denied
the Lord three times.) In folktales, people often die 3 days
after a spirit or a demon has touched them (release from
possession by ghosts also takes place on the third day). The
intersection of 3 roads (trivium) is considered a place of dan-
ger, and the gallows tree stands on 3 legs.

In demonic conjurations 3 black animals are sometimes
sacrificed (often a buck, a cat, and a dog); in Christian times,
demonic animals were imagined to be 3-legged—a demonic
transformation of those that had been sacred in the ancient
Germanic religion. (The 3-colored cat, however, is regarded as
a protective spirit). Odin, who, according to Germanic belief,
rides on an 8-legged horse, appears in Christian times on a 3-
legged one, and the dogs, badgers, and foxes in his entourage
are also 3-legged. The Danish “horse of the dead,” and the
mounts of spooky demons and of the demon of the plague also
have 3 legs, as does the ghost spirit that brings disease to
animals. Even the ancient German goddess of death, Hella,
rides a 3-legged horse, as a late medieval legend tells. Again
according to medieval sources, the devil can appear in the
shape of a 3-legged hare. In popular superstition, even birds
can have 3 legs, as is often the case in Bavaria and Tyrol for
the demonic owl called the Habergeis. Should a 3-legged dog
run around the house, it means impending disaster. There are
even people who avoid sitting at the table in groups of 3, since
3 persons can perform black magic. Thus Shakespeare had 3
witches appear in Macbeth, and their incantation is intro-
duced by the pronouncement: “Thrice the brinded cat hath
mewed.” The witches’ question, “When shall we three meet
again?” became the key phrase of Theodor Fontane’s famous
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ballad, Die Briick'’ am Tay (" The Bridge on the Tay”), with
the same uncanny effect: “Wann treffen wir drei wieder
zusamm?”

Threefold repetitions of certain formulas play a central
role in the rites of both religion and magic. In an early for-
mula of the Indian Rgveda the enemy is cursed “to lie under
all the 3 earths,” and the number 3 is found in numerous
liturgical acts in both ancient and modern India. The same
pattern can be found in classical antiquity, as the poet Horace
suggests in an address to the goddess Hekate:

You that rest near the mountains in forests deep
and approach the women at their third call in labor
to save them, virgin, all-powerful,

three-shaped one!

Even in the Mirror for Princes written in Middle Turkic in the
early Middle Ages, the Kutadgu bilig, the vizier “Highly
Praised,” goes 3 times to the king “Wholly Awake,” and the
king is surrounded by 3 counselors.

The 3-fold blowing of the shofar in Jewish liturgy is ex-
plained by the Cabala as meaning that the first note ascends to
heaven, the second one breaks it, and the third one cleaves it.

<«

The 3 worlds of the Eurasian shamans. Left, above: Interior of a shaman’s
drum, Minussian Tatars. Here, the “middle world” is expressed by the
netlike horizontal pattern and nine humans immediately beneath it. Nine is
the most important power of 3. According to Mircea Eliade, Mongolian
mythology speaks of 9 sons of the God, meaning warlike but also protecting
spirits. Ulgan, the highest god among the Altay Tatars has 9 daughters, and
the skies are often considered to be 9 (See also chapter on 9.) Left, below:
Exterior of a shaman’s drum, Altay people. Vertical in the middle the
Cosmic Tree with 9 branches; the upper world is alluded to by the sun and
moon, the middle world by 2 human beings, the netherworld by a “helping
spirit” (animal), a tree that grows downward, and a smaller repetition of the

cosmic tree.
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In Goethe’s drama, Mephisto reminds Faust, “Du musst es
dreimal sagen,” meaning that Faust should ask him to enter
his room 3 times, otherwise the invitation will not be effec-
tive. Blessing and curse are spoken 3 times to be efficient: a
haunting literary formulation of this custom is given by
Heine in a description of the misery of the Silesian weavers,
who weave for their native Germany a shroud filled with a
threefold curse:

O Deutschland, wir weben dein Leichentuch,
Wir weben hinein den dreifachen Fluch,
Wir weben, wir weben, wir weben.

(O Germany, we're weaving your shroud,
We weave into it the three-fold curse,

We weave and we weave and we weave.)

Similarly, blessings that go back to very early days, such as
that of Aaron (Num. 6:24-26), which is now used in church
services, often take triadic form:

The Lord bless thee and keep thee,

The Lord make his face to shine upon thee,
and be gracious unto thee,

The Lord lift up his countenance upon thee,
and give thee peace.

The trishagion heard by Isaiah—*“Holy, Holy, Holy is the
Lord of hosts”—has also become part and parcel of the Chris-
tian liturgy, and indeed, Christians make the sign of the cross
3 times.

The threefold liturgical repetition of blessings and prayer
formulas is widely known in the Hindu and Islamic traditions
as well. At the end of religious ceremonies, Hindus use the
threefold shanti shanti shanti (peace), a formula taken up by
T. S. Eliot in his Four Quartets. Muslims make oaths by
repeating “By God!” with three different expressions—wal-
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lahi, billahi, tallahi—and the Quran prescribes a 3-day fast
for expiation (Sura 3:92).

Medieval folklore also utilized the magic number 3 in vari-
ous ways because it is the smallest unit from which a magic
square can be made (with 3 numbers on each side). A 3-flower
blessing (commonly calling for roses or lilies) for stanching
blood or catching thieves is first noted in a French document
of 1429 and known in Germany, it seems, from the sixteenth
century onward. One such blessing (“Es standen drei Rosen
auf unseres Herren Gottes Grab . . .”) says: “There were 3
roses on our Lord God’s grave; the first one is mild, the
second one is good, the third one stanches your blood.” There
is also a 3-brothers’ blessing, known in writing from the
twelfth century, which usually is part of a story beginning
with the Latin sentence: “Tres boni fratres per unam viam
ambulabant” (Three good brethren were walking together on
one path. . . ). The 3 that walk together are usually nameless,
but sometimes they are supposed to be 3 apostles, and in
Byzantine lore they are 3 brothers who have been initiated by
the Holy Spirit into the art of healing. They do this without
taking money and often collect healing plants on the Mount
of Olives and even on formerly sacred mountains like Mount
Olympus. The Dreikénigssegen, a blessing connected with the
3 Magi, which was recommended by Pope John XXII in the
thirteenth century, remains in use even today in Germany
and other German-speaking areas. In the same regions one
still sees the letters C + M + B, Caspar, Melchior, and Bal-
thasar, written over the doors of houses and stables; this is
usually done by special groups of children or teenagers on
Epiphany, 6 January. The protection of the 3 Magi is also
requested for travelers in a fifteenth-century blessing: “Cas-
par me ducat, Balthasar me regat, Melchior me salvet at vitam
eternam me perducant.” (May Caspar lead me, may Balthasar
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guide me, may Melchior protect me, and may they lead me to
eternal life.)

Oracles are often based on the use of 3 as well; thus, in
divination by arrows in pre-Islamic Arabia, 3 arrows were
used. Furthermore, all healing formulas should be repeated
thrice: when one has been bewitched—according to an old
German saying—one should recite a prayer beginning with
the words:

“Drei falsche Zungen haben dich beschlossen . . .”

(3 false tongues have enclosed thee, 3 sacred tongues have spoken on

thy behalf.)

And when going to court, one should protect oneself with the
formula:

“Ich trete vor des Richters Haus . . ./

(I am going to the judge’s house; 3 dead men are looking from its
window: one has no tongue, one has no lung, the third one is ill,
blind, and mute.)

Numerous traditions in rural areas make use of threefold rep-
etition: in order to accustom an animal to the house, one
should lead it thrice around a table leg or make it look in the
mirror 3 times, and counting money on 3 holy nights (Christ-
mas Eve, New Year’s Eve, and Epiphany) is a way to assure
that one will not lack money all year long. In Turkey, a guest
is commonly expected to stay for either 3 days, 3 weeks, or 3
months, while the fish, it is said, begins to smell after the
third day.

Questions and riddles are posed 3 times or in tripartite
form. There is even a game called “3 Questions Behind the
Door.” The model of the three-part riddle is probably tracea-
ble to the riddle of the sphinx: “What goes first on 4 legs,
then on 2 legs, and finally on 3 legs?” (Answer: man!) Three
is, in any case, an important number in ancient Egyptian



The pillar of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka, ca. 240 B.c., with its 3 lions,
model for the escutcheon of the Indian Union since 1949.
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tradition, according to which, for example, the shipwrecked
man is alone with his heart for 3 days and the serpent god
questions him 3 times.

Fairytales often mention 3 human beings, animals, or ob-
jects. As a rule, the third and youngest son or daughter is, in
the end, the lucky one (as in Puss'n Boots). In a German tale
the girl asks the 3 animals in the house where she is impris-
oned:

Schon Hithnchen, schén Hahnchen, und du schéne bunte Kuh . . .

(Pretty little chick, pretty little cock, dear pretty checkered cow—
what do you think about this?)

Threefold repetitions of places or of stations on the road
are also common in fairytales, and very frequently the hero
has 3 free wishes: as a rule the third wish is used to obliterate
what one has thoughtlessly wished the first 2 times. Similar
structures are found in jokes where the third participant out-
wits the other 2, by either his intelligence or his stupidity.
Events last for 3 days and 3 nights, or else for 3 months or 3
years. Sometimes the hero is offered 3 drinks—milk, water,
and wine—and is asked which one he prefers. This motif has
even entered popular Islamic tales about Muhammad'’s heav-
enly journey. The triangular action among hero, enemy, and
helper which is rooted in normal life, becomes a favorite motif
in fairytales. Threes are also common in folk poetry. Among
German folk songs, for example, one can find allusions to the
Trinity in “Es blithen drei Rosen” (3 roses grow from one
branch . . .), or a girl complaining in distress: “Drei Lilien,
drei Lilien, die pflanzt’ ich auf mein Grab” (3 lilies, 3 lilies I
planted on my grave . . . ), or the soldier who sees 3 ravens
that bode evil: “Drilben am Wegesrand sitzen drei
Raben . . .” (There at the roadside I see 3 ravens—shall I be
be the first one buried?).

From the Anglo-Saxon orbit come songs like “ There Were
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3 Jovial Welshmen,” with its repetition, or “The Tourna-
ment,” which tells us:

There hopped Hawkyn,
There danced Dawkyn,
There trumped Tomkyn . . .

And nonsense poems take up the ternary rhythm as well:

Three young rats with black felt hats,
Three young ducks with white straw flats,
Three young dogs with curling tails,
Three young cats with demi-veils

Went out to walk with two young pigs

In satin vests and sorrel wigs . . .

Folk poetry, childrens’ rhymes, and doggerel often contain
threefold repetitions, of either words, parts of the sentence, or
sometimes an entire line. Formulas like hop hop hop or hip
hip hurrah or kling klang kloria are found everywhere. In
Turkish poetry, a threefold rhyme scheme (abab, ccch, dddb,
etc.) creates a mnemonic pattern, while the repetition of
words clearly emphasizes the meaning, as in the German
nursery rhyme “Ein Schneider fing ‘'ne Maus”:

A tailor caught a mouse,
A tailor caught a mouse,
A tailor caught a mouse,
A tailor caught a me-mo-mouse . . .

Alan Dundes has compiled a very extensive survey of the
number 3 in American folklore, and his findings can be ap-
plied to other areas. Although the use of abbreviations and
acronyms in groups of letters (beginning with the ABC's!)
seems to be more widespread in North America, in the Ger-
man context one may also think of the abbreviations of party
names, such as CDU, FDP, and FDJ. Dundes’s catalogue of the
ternary culture offers the 3 daily meals including a main meal
that usually has 3 courses; the 3 phases of traffic lights, base-
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ball’s 3 bases, 3 strikes, and 3 outs, the ambitions of sports-
men to perform a triple salto or triple Rittberger, as well as
the hat trick—the threefold success in a sports competition, or
the 3 grades of Olympic medals.

When American children say in their counting rhymes:

Three little kittens lost their mittens

when French children grow up with verses like:

Quand trois poules vont au champ

(When three hens go to the field)
and German ones with:

Drei Géns’ im Haberstroh

(Three geese in the oat-straw)

the threefold division becomes perfectly natural to them,
whether later in their lives they pour out “blood, sweat, and
tears,” or enjoy “wine, women, and song”; whether the boy
remains what is called in German Dreikdsehoch (3 cheeses
high) or grows to be a stout, “3-bottle man.” And at the end, 3
handfuls of dust are cast upon his coffin.

On the literary front, even a quick glance at the titles of
books will discover a preference for 3: Three Men in a Boat;
Three Came Back; Three Against the World. This preference
reveals itself not only in the world of belles-lettres but among
innumerable scholarly books with titles like Three Centuries
of. . . . Often collections offer 3 novels, 3 plays, or works by 3
authors. There are more than 1200 titles beginning with
“Three” listed in the 1990-1991 edition of Books in Print!

Traditional ideas concerning the 3 are also preserved in
expressions and technical terms, as Menninger has shown.
Thus, the Drillich (English ticking) is a coarse material woven
with 3 strands of yarn. From the ancient trivium (crossroad),
but also the 3-part lower education consisting of grammar,
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dialectics, and rhetoric, comes our word trivial. (The quad-
rivium comprised the higher sciences: arithmetic, geometry,
astronomy, and music). Not only the French travail (work)
but also the English trave! is derived from the name of an old
instrument for torture, the tripalium—which may well ex-
press some people’s feelings.

But let us conclude on a more cheerful note. Drei-
mdderlhaus, the operetta about Schubert’s youthful days with
three young girls, brings us to the role of 3 in music. Here we
find not only the harmonious triad, but also the ideal tripar-
tite form of sonata and symphony, the string trio, and three-
part minuets. In Indian music it is the tintal, a rhythm based
on the ternary system (although difficult for nonspecialists to
analyze) that prevails. But the most delightful unfolding of
the ternary rhythm is the waltz, which has become the ideal
expression of joyous dance and thus strongly contrasts with
the fourfold, down-to-earth rhythm of the march.

4
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Vier widerspenst’ ge Tiere zichn den Weltenwagen—
Du ziigelst sie, sie sind an deinen Zdumen eines.

(Four restive animals draw the world’s chariot—
You bridle them, and they become one with your
bridling.)

This is how Riickert elaborates on a thought from Rumi, in
which the 4 animals of Ezekiel’s vision and the Revelation of
John are combined with the 4 elements, whose power—man-
ifested in created matter—has to bow down before the one
God.

Four is inseparably connected with the first known order
in the world, and thus points to the change from nature to
civilization by arranging a confusing multiplicity of man-
ifestations into fixed forms. From the evidence of the most
ancient scriptures, it is likely that the earliest human beings
observed the 4 phases of the moon—crescent, waxing, full,
and waning—which thus served as the organizer of time.
Likewise, the position of the sun and movement of shadows
helped humans to orient themselves in space. By careful ob-
servation of the points of sunrise and sunset, especially at the
vernal and autumnal equinoxes, the 4 cardinal points were
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The Aztec myth of hell according to the Codex Borgia (from the Cholula
Tlaxcala region). In the center, a skull surrounded by blood, symbolizing the
realm of the dead. At the sides, the deities of the 4 directions, north on the
top, south at the bottom; at the corners, punished sinners.

discovered. Together, the 4 directions and the 4 winds provide
coordinates for all of earthly life. This was true for the cos-
mologies not only of Asia and Europe but pre-Columbian
America. In Mayan thought, everything is related to the 4
cardinal points, which are, in turn, identified with colors. The
cardinal points were represented by a cross whose extremities
touched the 4 horizons. Settlements were oriented according
to this square: 4 roads led out from the sacred tree in the
center along the 4 directions, and at the exit points 4 shrines
were dedicated to the guardians of the limits of the village.
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In many early cultures the earth was represented by a
rectangle. Thus, for the Chinese it took the form of a canopied
travel wagon, and this rectangular shape inspired the disposi-
tion of fields, houses, and villages according to the principle of
fang, the square.

In the biblical tradition, the relation of 4 with the 4 direc-
tions is expressed by the 4 angels or cherubim, taken to repre-
sent God’s power extending over the whole world. There are
also the 4 creatures of Ezekiel’s vision, the man, lion, bullock,
and eagle, seen close to the divine throne. In later times these
came through a mysterious process to be combined with the 4
letters of the divine name, YHWH, the tetragrammaton that
must not be pronounced.

The cross, meanwhile, which was obtained by connecting
the 4 cardinal points, and was sometimes inscribed in a circle,
developed a special religious meaning. In ancient Egypt it
became, in a slightly changed form, the hieroglyph for “im-
mortality.” In this shape it was even found on early Christian
tombstones, and a modern Coptic painter has represented
Golgotha with an Egyptian cross as the symbol of Christ’s
resurrection. The Neoplatonic thinker Porphyry, who found
this sign in Egypt and Greece, called it the symbol of the
spiritual in the cosmos.

In ancient Europe, the Etruscans arranged their cities and
temples according to the cross that gives shape to the world.
In their wake, the church fathers saw the cross inscribed in a
square as a symbol of the global power of the cross of Christ.
Therefore St. Jerome writes: “Ipsa species crucis, quid est nisi
forma quadrata mundi” (And the shape of this cross, what is it
but the quadrangular form of the world?) The church fathers
also believed that the name Adam, if written in Greek letters,
alluded to the names of the 4 directions, anatole, dusis, arkto,
and mesembria, and thus Adam became a microcosmic repre-
sentation of the fourfold material world.
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The symbolism of 4 on a breviary of the Zwiefalten monastery, twelfth
century. In the center the Lamb of God with the cross, surrounded by the 4
evangelists and their symbols, and the 4 rivers of paradise. In the
medallions at the 4 corners, images of the cardinal virtues: wisdom (soph-
ia), bravery {andreia), temperance (sophrosyne), and justice (dikaiosyne).
These 4 virtues, known from Plato’s philosophy, were extended by Thomas
Aquinas to 7 with the addition of the 3 “divine virtues.”
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The relation between the cross of Christ and the 4 corners
of the world is expressed in the plan of the ancient Byzantine
church, a square with a Greek cross inscribed in it. The 4 arms
of the cross (which are of equal length) carry a vault that leads
to the central dome. The connection of the 4 with the direc-
tions and the created world also finds expression in effigies of
tetracephalic deities. In the case of Brahma and other Indian
deities, for example, their 4 heads symbolize the 4 directions
of the world; Shiva with his 4 arms belongs here too, for in
his dance he destroys and recreates the world.

Four has still more aspects, but almost all of them lead
back to some relation with the materially established world.
However, one should not forget that in many civilizations 4 is
an upper limit of counting—one span is 4 fingers, 4 breadths
of a palm give one foot. Linguistically, the numerals before 4
are often treated differently from those that follow it, and new
groups of numerals or of counting forms begin with 4.

In the classical tradition, a strong interest in the 4 is ex-
pressed most clearly in the teachings of the Pythagoreans, for
whom it was the ideal number. Its connection with the mate-
rial world, however, was expressed by the fact that the fourth
solid body, the cube, was regarded as belonging to the earth,
and thus it was possible to explain the 4-footed beasts as
typical earthbound creatures.

The 4 offers a geometrical form that is clear and easily
recognizable; therefore tetragonal forms, especially the
square, were considered to be perfect and self-contained. In
English one still speaks of a “square man,” and it may well be
that Nietzsche was thinking along similar lines when he ex-
pressed his hope for the ideal man who should be “rectangular
in body and soul.” For the Pythagoreans, however, the tetrak-
tys, formed by 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 = 10, became the all-embracing
great unity, and 4 and 10 stand in close relationship to each
other.



Amon-Re, the ancient Egyptian “Lord of the 4 directions.”
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The four-armed dancing god Shiva; at the bottom, the bull Nandi, at the
borders two rishis (saints). From a Tamil work about the 64 pleasures of
Shiva (Tiruvilaiyadarpurana of Paranjoti-munivar, Madras, 1866).
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According to Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486-1535), the point where the
diagonals of a square meet corresponds to the human navel: Von dem
Verhiiltnis, dem Maf und der Harmonie des menschlichen Kérperbaus (On
the relations, the size, and the harmony of the human body).

Drawing on Pythagorean ideas, both church fathers and
medieval European philosophers discovered numerous groups
of tetrads, from the 4 elements, which again serve an ordering
function, to the 4 temperaments, which explain the variegated
world of human psychological forces. In his book on the
tetraktys and the decade, Theon of Smyrna enumerates 10
groups of things that appear in fours: the numbers (units,
tens, hundreds, and thousands); the simple bodies; the figures
of simple bodies; living beings; communities (individual, vil-
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lage, town, nation); capacities; seasons of the year; the ages of
man, and the parts of man (body and 3 spiritual parts). The
exegetes, meanwhile, cite not only the 4 creatures at the di-
vine throne but also the 4 Gospels, not to mention their guid-
ing doctrine of the fourfold meaning of the scripture and the
interpretation of the Bible according to historical, allegorical,
moral, and anagogic principles. Christian exegesis had an ide-
al symbol for the 4 directions in the form of Christ’s cross,
with its 4 arms that indicated, for them, the 4 directions in
which the Gospel should be preached but was also related to
the spatial dimensions of height, length, depth, and breadth.
According to medieval Christian interpretation, the 4 rivers in
paradise flow from Moses through the 4 great prophets of the
Old Testament, and from Jesus through the 4 Gospels. The 4
rivers of paradise are also known in Hinduism; there, the
heavenly cow is said to have produced 4 streams of milk from
her 4 udders. The 4 rivers likewise form an important aspect
of Islamic ideas concerning paradise, and for this reason,
many gardens in Iran and Moghul India were divided by 4
canals into the so-called charbagh (4 gardens); this motif was
often applied to mausoleums to suggest an earthly representa-
tion of paradisiacal bliss.

The Muslim Brethren of Purity in tenth-century Basra
(Iraq) strongly relied upon Pythagorean ideas and therefore
also stressed the importance of 4. Hadn’t God himself formed
the majority of things in nature in tetrads? There are the
qualities of hot and cold, dry and humid; the 4 elements; the
4 humors; the seasons; the directions; the winds; the direc-
tions in relation to the constellations; the minerals, plants,
animals, and humans; the 4 types of numbers, and so on. Ina
similar vein, a German mystical thinker of the seventeenth
century, Erhard Weigel, found that in the number 4 the ein-
maleins (mathematical scheme) created by nature was much
easier to perceive than in the decimal system.
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The patristic thinker Irenaeus went so far as to claim that 4
was such a perfect number of spatial and temporal order that
it would be impossible to have more or less than exactly 4
Gospels. Interestingly enough, the 4 sacred writings are not
limited to the Christian tradition: in India there are the 4
Vedas, and Islamic tradition designates the Torah, Psalms,
Gospel, and Quran as the 4 sacred books.

The 4 plays a prominent role in other areas of Islamic
practice as well: a Muslim may have up to 4 legitimate wives;
in the case of fornication, the sinner has to make a voluntary
confession 4 times (not under duress!), and 4 innocent wit-
nesses must have been present in order to report the act in all
details. The first four caliphs from the very beginning of
Islamic history are commemorated as the “Righteous Ones”
(rashidun), and there are, to this day, 4 major legal schools.
Even in Sufism, the 4 retains a certain importance: the ascent
to the Divine can be divided into 4 steps: the shari‘a, or
divinely inspired law; the tariga, or narrow mystical path;
hagiga, truth, and finally ma‘rifa, divinely inspired intuitive
knowledge. One travels as it were from nasut (humanity),
through malakut (the angelic world) and jabarut (the stage of
divine power), to lahut (divinity). Among the Sufi saints, the
4 saints called abdal play an important role, and groups of 4,
40, 400, or 4000 people are often mentioned in legends and
tales. And according to Indo-Muslim customs, a boy should
first be introduced to the words of the Quran when he is 4
years, 4 months, and 4 days old.

The 4 pervades the Cabalistic vision of the world as well.
Indeed, as already mentioned, the universe is divided into 4
parts: atsilut, the world of emanation; beriah, the world of
creation; yetsirah, the world of formation, and asiyah, the
world of visible things. Likewise, the 4 sefirot that emanate
from the sefirah binah play an important role and, according
to the Zohar, are related to the 4 directions. Corresponding to
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the 4 parts of the universe are the 4 colors in medieval tarot, a
game that originated in Egypt but found special elaboration in
cabalistic circles. A pack of tarot cards still contains 4 colors,
black, white, red, and green.

It seems that the concept of 4 as both a numerical unit and
the symbol of the world and its order was quite popular in
antiquity and the Middle Ages. The 4 goddesses of victory
who are found at the base of Phidias’s statue of Zeus represent
victory over the entire material world.

The 4 is not only a number of spatial order, but one of
temporal order as well. Hesiod seems to be among the first
known thinkers to speak about the 4 ages of the world (which,
after the first, comprising 4800 years, will decrease until the
fourth one is only 1200 years long). The Indian tradition
knows a similar 4-part development of the world, from the
long Golden Age to the last, evil Iron Age, the kaliyuga. In
Zoroastrianism, one also knew of 4 ages, but their length was
equal—3000 years each. On a more individual level, there is
the Indian idea of the 4 steps in human life, which culminates
in the fourth period by becoming an ascetic—one who does
not possess anything. Kabir, the mystical poet of fifteenth-
century India who criticized both Hinduism and Islam, com-
plained that there were millions of people seeking the 3 but no
one in quest of the 4, meaning that the threefold goal of
normal human existence includes artha (wealth), kama (sen-
sual pleasure), and dharma (right behavior), but the only goal
worth seeking is moksha, freedom from the restlessness of
created life. In all these speculations, which seem to be a
common Indo-European heritage, one easily recognizes the
importance of 3, 4, and 12.

A number of North American Indians, including the Zuni,
the Dakota, and the Sioux, have also considered 4 to be a
central number in their systems. They know fourfold repeti-
tions, a fourfold division of the years of human life, 4 classes



Four is the perfect number for the Sioux, and the circle is their sacred
symbol. Just as there are 4 groups of deities (superiors, allies, subordinates,
spirits), there are also 4 species of animals (creeping, flying, quadruped, and
two-legged) and 4 ages of the human being (infancy, childhood, maturity,
old age). This shield, made about 1866, shows a falcon in the center and 4
feathers representing 4 enemies or 4 major victories.

The importance of the number 4 among the Sioux can hardly be over-
stated. Their medicine men advised people to undertake all activities in
groups of 4. From Royal B. Hassrick, Das Buch der Sioux (Cologne, 1982).
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of animals, and a classification of heavenly bodies in groups of
4. The number still plays a role in the life of modern Maya in
the Yucatdn: man is supposed to work in the cornfields, which
are arranged according to the cardinal points, and a special
ceremony for the integration of a boy into the community
takes place in the fourth month of his life.

By virtue of its ordering quality, 4 was always important
for practical life, whether among the ancient Kymriens who
divided their land into 4 parts or manifold of 4, or in Roman
Gallia, where each civitas had its quatroviri, a governing body
of 4 men. Medieval Italian cities similarly had 4 consuls. The
Roman arrangement was taken over by Charlemagne and sur-
vived in all later court ceremonies, where there were 4 minis-
tries: that of the chamberlain, the marshall or constable, the

Left: Symbolic picture of the Hopi. Wall painting from a kiva, a subterra-
nean room for ceremonies, excavated southwest of Albuquerque, New Mex-
ico. In the center a skunk, representing the sun; the outward circle is the
sun itself with the 4 fires that emerge from it and burn in the 4 directions in
4 kivas. The 4 eagle feathers that emerge from the fireplaces mean
“strength.” The lines at their ends represent the rays of the sun. Right: The
symbol of the earth with the 4 directions, according to Sioux mythology.
Skan, the Sky, has created the world in groups of four. Sun, moon, earth
and sky, i.e., the 4 elements, are round. Day, night, month, and year, the 4-
part time, revolve around the sky, and the 4 winds revolve around the

borders of the world.
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Quetzalcoatl, “Feathered Serpent,” culture hero of the Aztecs and best-known
Mexican deity, lives through the 4 stages of a corn plant that is exposed to
the changing seasons, represented by 4 weather gods. From the Codex
Vindobonensis Mexicanus I (c. fifteenth century), painted on leather.

seneschal, and the cupbearer (Mundschenk). The Ottoman
sultan also had 4 main officers in the administration: the
vizier, the gadiasker (jurist mainly concerned with military
cases), the defterdar (director of finances), and the nishanji
(responsible for signing royal documents). In this connection
one can think further of the 4 castes in the Hindu system,
called varna, or “color”, and consisting of the brahmins, war-
riors, settled people, and slaves. In China, there are also 4
categories of people, and the scholar is represented with the
emblems of the 4 arts: the guitar for music, the chessboard for
logical games, the book for literature, and the picture. The
respect for the world-ordering number 4 reached such a de-
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The Masters of the 4 Directions. Chinese amulet to avert curses from
ghosts. According to ancient legends, the emperor ordered his supreme fief-
holders, called the Four Mountains, to maintain the peace in the 4 direc-
tions. China actually had 5 directions; in the fifth one (the center), one has
to imagine the emperor’s seat.

gree that in medieval Paris and other early universities, pro-
fessors and students were classified according to 4 “na-
tions”—the French, English, German, and Norman—and
students from other nations were assigned to one of these 4
(e.g., the Oriental countries belonged to the French and Hol-
land to the German “nation”).

Since the world was imagined to be quadrangular—as

John Donne says:

At the round earth’s imagin’'d corners, blow . . .

the small picture of the world, the city, has been shaped ac-
cordingly. The construction of cities in quadrangular form
goes back to the earliest times, as the ruins of Moenjo-Daro in
the Indus Valley prove. As early as the third millennium s.c.
this city was built in perfect squares. Another, much later
example is the city of Hyderabad (Deccan) in southern India,
which was founded at the beginning of the second millennium
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of the Muslim era, in 1591. It was constructed around a center
occupied by the Char Minar, an enormous cubic building with
4 high minarets, and extended into the 4 parts of the royal and
the business quarters. Rome too was called “Roma quadrata”
because of its shape, and thus the square became the symbol
of dwelling and of a civic center, even though many “squares”
nowadays are anything but quadrangular. Nonetheless, in
medieval cities in central and eastern Europe, the town square
preserves the old form perfectly. The “quarter” (German
Stadtviertel) reminds us of the old division of cities into 4
major areas. Other modern terms that go back to a fourfold
division include the Quartier, the German word for a dwelling
place, and the Quartal, a German expression for a period of 3
months (i.e., ¥4 of the year), but also, the Roman military
quadra became squadron, German Geschwader, and the
quaterna became in French—through Italian caterno—
cahier, “notebook.” There is also the quire, 4 sheets of paper
together, each of which was folded 4 times (thus the printers’
sheet with 16 pages).

The number 4 appears now and then in medieval law.
According to the Lex salica, someone accused of murder had
to throw earth from the 4 corners of the house in the 4
directions; if he was unable to pay the penance on man-
slaughter, he had to go through 4 trials at court and, if nobody
bailed him out, was finally executed.

Since 4 is a very “material” and practical number, it rarely
occurs in superstitious customs. An exception is the 4-leaf
clover, which is supposed to bring good luck, probably because
it is so rare. Following an old German custom, on Epiphany,
girls would plant one bulb each in the 4 corners of the house;
each bulb was given a man’s name, and the one that sprouted
first was believed to point to her future husband.

In Persian and Turkish 4 occurs also in some popular ex-
pressions, but it seems that this is mainly a case of repetition



The 4 Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Miniature painting frpm the Apoc-
alypse of Arroyo (northern Spain), early thirteenth century. Between the
horsemen on their white, red, black, and sallow horses respectively (the
sallow one is accompanied by the devil), the 4 evangelists with their 4
symbols: Matthew and the angel, Mark and the lion, Luke and the bull,
John and the eagle.
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for emphasis: one grasps with 4 hands or looks out with 4
eyes, meaning that one undertakes something with full ener-
gy or looks longingly out. “Sizi dort gozle bekledim” (“I
waited for you with 4 eyes”) means “I have been waiting
impatiently for you.” In China, however, the similar sound of
the words she (4) and shi (death) provided a reason to avoid
the number 4 (as the 13 is often avoided in the West).

The Book of Revelation has described the 4 apocalyptic
riders on their colorful horses, who will destroy the created
world when they rush through its 4 corners, leaving only the
spiritual world unhurt—with the end of matter, there is no
longer any need for the ordering power of 4.

There is, however, still another way of looking at the 4. C.
G. Jung has emphasized the importance of this number be-
cause he felt that its ordering power was needed to counteract
the chaotic development in Germany after 1933, to create a
new, positive order in the world. In his view, the archetype of
quaternity appeared to ban the archetype Wodan, which had
incorporated demonic restlessness. The mandala, the ancient
image of spiritual order with its 4 cardinal points, seemed to
Jung to be an ideal symbol of the ordering power that even
tried to transcend the general trinitarian approach to the
world. Therefore a facetious Catholic theologian, Victor
White, O.P., remarked in his book Soul and Psyche that “Jung
had done for the number 4 what Freud did for sex,” meaning
that he entrusted a basic psychological function to it.



THE NUMBER OF LIFE
AND LOVE

ooooooos

Finf ist

des Menschen Seele.

Wie der Mensch aus Gutem

und Bdsem ist gemischt, so ist die Finfe
die erste Zahl aus Grad’ und Ungerade.

(Five is

the human soul.

Just as mankind is comprised of both good and evil,
so the five is the first number made up of even and

odd.)

So Schiller writes in his drama Piccolomini (I1.1), giving ex-
pression to the classical meaning of 5: 5 is connected with the
human being. Just as humankind is a mixture of good and
evil, s0 5 is the first number to be made up of an odd and an
even number.

Five has usually been connected with human life and with
the 5 senses; it ‘is the number of love and, sometimes, of
marriage, as in Plato’s Laws, where there are 5 guests in the
chapter on marriage. The clearest expression of this role can
be found in George Chapman’s Hero and Leander (1598),
where an epithalamion, or wedding poem, states:
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Since an even number you may disunite

In two parts equall, nought in middle left,

To reunite each part from other reft:

And five they hold in most especiall prise

Since ‘tis the first od number that doth rise
From the two formost numbers’ unitie

That od and even are; which are two, and three,
For one no number is: but thence doth flow
The powerful race of number. . . .

As an indivisible combination of the masculine 3 and the
feminine 2, 5 appears, for pure mathematical reasons, to be a
fitting number to express the union of male and female. (The
riddle of Turandot in the Persian poet Nizami’s epic Haft
paykar shows that this interpretation was also known in me-
dieval Iran.) Jung regards 5 as the number of natural man: the
body and 2 plus 2 extremities make 5 parts. And Goethe, with
his usual deep insight into the ancient symbolism of numbers,
suggests (in his novel Die Wahlverwandtschaften) a temporal
marriage for 5 years, “‘a beautiful odd, sacred number,” con-
trasting with the social family based on the 4 and enclosed in
“table, bed, house, and yard.”

From early times 5 was considered a somewhat unusual,
even rebellious, number, and the discovery by Hippasos of a
fifth geometrical body, the pentagondodecahedron, which
consists of 12 regular pentagons, embarrassed the Pytha-
goreans, who had concentrated on the 4. Legend tells that the
discoverer of this new body was drowned for his transgres-
sion.

It is a remarkable fact that 5 as a structuring number does
not seem to appear in crystals (where only 2, 3, 4, and 6 are
found) nor did the Pythagoreans use it in connection with
musical intervals. In contrast to these absences, however, 5
seems to be the most typical structuring number in living
nature, especially in plants. The number of petals is often
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five, and psychologists such as Paneth have claimed that the
opening of buds in the spring, when innumerable 5-starred
blossoms suddenly appear, is something “revolutionary.” In
this connection one has to look at the 1658 poem The Garden
of Cyrus by the learned English poet Sir Thomas Browne in
which “The Quincunciall Lozenge or Network Plantations of
the Ancients, are Artificially, Naturally, Mystically consid-
ered.” Browne tried to show that the number 5 not only
pervaded the entire horticulture in antiquity but recurs
throughout the life of plants as well as in the figurations of
animals, such as the 5 fingers and the 5 toes, or the starfish.

Five could therefore be regarded as a “naughty,” unruly
number that, like Eros, stirs up the well-ordered cosmos. In
terms of their visual geometry, pentagons can never be per-
fectly aligned together—together, there is always a little
empty space left—but they can be successfully used in con-
nection with other geometrical figures. This “incomplete-
ness” was taken up by Christian exegetes such as Augustine,
who drew a connection with the Pentateuch, the 5 books of
Moses, since these seemed to lack the final perfection that
only came into the world with Christ.

One can also look at the 5 in terms of astronomy. From
time immemorial 5 has been regarded as the number of the
goddess Ishtar and her Roman “successor,” Venus. A Swiss
scholar, Dr. Martin Knapp, has shown in his Pentagramma
Veneris how he continued Kepler’s classical operations with
Saturn and Jupiter in terms of Venus. The upper conjunctions
of Venus according to their places in the zodiac in an annual
circle correspond to the dates of 2 February 1922, 10 Sep-
tember 1923, 24 April 1925, 21 November 1926, and 1 July
1928. Connecting these dates on the annual circle yields a
pentagram, the very sign of Ishtar, Venus, and goddesses
related to the planet Venus. The other positions of Venus,
such as the lower conjunctions and the eastern and western
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The Pentaculum (left) and the Sigillum (right) according to Theophrastus
Bombastus von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus. He writes in De occulta
philosophia: “With these two signs the Israelites and the necromantic Jews
have done much and brought about much. They are still kept highly secret
by a number of them. For these two have such a strong power that every-
thing that can be done by characters and words is possible for these two.” In
the magic literature of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the concept
of the pentacle for all talismanic signs is derived from the pentagram.

elongations, again produce pentagrams when they are con-
nected on the circle, thus confirming the relationship between
the 5 and Venus.

The 5 sectors between the points of the pentagram on the
circle consist of 72° (72 X 5 = 360), which has given rise to
various speculations about the number 72. However, it must
be added that the division of the circle into 5 times 72 degrees
does not produce the complete synodic orbit of Venus, but
rather falls 2.41 degrees short of 8 complete circles. Thus,
when exactly computed, the Ishtar pentagram is not com-
pletely closed. It is precisely this minute opening that, as
Goethe has shown in Faust, enables the power of evil, Mephi-
stopheles, to enter Faust’s study.

The 5 also plays a role in general astronomical processes.
The old solar year, which was based on 60 (5 X (5 + 7)) and
could be divided into 5 times 72 days, was later transformed
into a correct solar year of 365 days; to accomplish this, it was
necessary to add 5 new days, which are called epagomeneia.
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Drawing on an ancient myth, Plutarch tells how these 5 days
came into existence: Helios, the sun god, placed a curse on
Rhea because she had betrayed him, and this meant that she
would not be able to give birth to the fruit of her illicit love
affair under either his rule or that of the moon. But Hermes,
intelligent as ever, came to her rescue, and by gambling with
the moon god, gained the seventy-second part of a day every
day. Thus, by the end of 360 days, he had gained exactly those
5 days that are ruled by neither the sun nor the moon and are
therefore exempt from Helios’s curse. It seems, incidentally,
that in ancient times there was a week of 5 days, which sur-
vived in the Roman lustrum, a measure of 5 years considered
to be one week in the year of the gods.

As for the Ishtar pentagram, it is an infinite figure, just as
5 is a circular number (i.e., its powers always end in 5: 25,
125, etc.). It is therefore not surprising that the pentagram is
known in the English tradition as the “lovers’ knot,” sym-
bolizing endless love. Again we have its relation with Ishtar
and the other goddesses of love. Its role on the shield of Sir
Gawain may have protective meaning. The sacred 5 of Ishtar
and Venus is found throughout antiquity, as in the pentagonal
temple of Venus in Baalbek from Hellenistic times. With the
advent of Christianity, moreover, Mary frequently assumed
the attributes of Ishtar/Venus, including the symbol of the
pentagram. Like Ishtar, whose power subdued the moon god,
Mary can be represented standing on a crescent moon. It is
even possible that the rhythm of feasts honoring the Virgin
may have followed the pentagram. In fact, Venus was often
regarded as Mary’s star, and the beautiful old hymn that
begins:

Ave Maris Stella, Dei mater alma . . .

(Hail, Star of the Sea, nourishing mother of God)

reminds us of these connections.
Is it an accident that in the New Testament there are 5
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women named Mary? And since new cults were usually es-
tablished on places where former religions had celebrated
their rites, one finds the transformation of Venus's temples
into churches dedicated to the Virgin. A good example is the
ancient shrine of Venus Eryeina in Sicily, where Mary ap-
pears with 7 veils (perhaps reminiscent of the 7 spheres);
these veils are lifted only once a year, on 15 August, the day
of Mary’s assumption. The number 5 is also a central number
in Manicheism, where the 5 sons of the primordial man ap-
pear, and the 5 elements of light (ether, wind, water, light,
and fire) are confronted with the 5 elements of darkness. The
Manicheans knew also of 5 parts of the body, 5 virtues, 5
clerical degrees, and 5 vices. Besides the 5 “helpers of the
living God,” they spoke of 5 angels collecting the souls.
The number 5 does not belong exclusively to the Near
East, however. It is important, and in a certain way even more
important than in the Semitic tradition, in China. There, the
upper point of the pentagram was inscribed with “earth,”
followed by “water,” “fire,” “metal,” and “wood,” to repre-
sent the relations between the 5 elements: earth swallows
water, water extinguishes fire, fire melts metal, metal cuts
wood, wood ploughs the earth. The most widespread magic
square, which is centered on the 5 and became especially
important in Islamic lore, originated in ancient China. The
Chinese also combined the pentagram with the planets Sat-
urn, Mercury, Mars, Venus, and Jupiter and arranged accord-
ingly the directions, the seasons of the year, sounds, parts of
the body, different tastes, animals, and colors. The entire life
in this world was based on the 5. One knew 5 sacred moun-
tains, 5 kinds of grain, 5 degrees of nobility, and 5 rela-
tionships between people: prince—subject, father—son, man—
woman, elder brother—younger brother, friend—enemy. One
finds 5 virtues, 5 kinds of fortune, 5 moral qualities, 5 clas-
sical books, but also 5 main weapons and 5 punishments. The
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Above: The 5 Ancient Ones appear at the birth of Kungfutse (Confucius)
above the house of the Kung family. This indicates that the future master
stands in friendly relations with the elements that are symbolized by the
Ancient Ones: the master of the East (element: wood; color: blue), the
Master of the South (fire, red), the Master of the West (metal, white),
the Master of the North (water, black), and the Master of the Center (earth,
yellow). Old Chinese woodcut. Below: 5 bats, 5 swastikas, and in the center,
the sign for longevity. The symbol expresses the wish for quintuple hap-
piness according to Chinese belief.
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old scale in music consisted of 5 notes, corresponding to our
octave without the fifth and the seventh.

From this frequent use, it is clear that 5 was an auspicious
number in ancient China; thus, on New Year’s Day the doors
were decorated with strips of cloth bearing inscriptions such
as: “May the fivefold luck enter!”

Interestingly, a similarly important role for the 5 can be
observed among North American Indians. It was also a key
number for the Maya, who considered it to be at the center of
the 4 cardinal directions—an idea that later occurs in many

5
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Aztec cross as a symbol of the 5 directions. In the center the deity of fire;
above East, left South, beneath West, and right North. Together with the
signs for the days and other symbols, it develops into the tonalpohualli, the

ritual calender consisting of 260 days. From the illustrated Codex Féjer-
vary-Mayer, fifteenth century.
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European and Asian concepts of the cross with its center.
There are Maya deities who are fivefold in form; according to
Ratsch, “a deity consists of the 5 colors red, white, black,
yellow, and bluish green, and these, in turn, are connected
with the cardinal points. These colors, their figures and as-
pects, taken together, represent the deity. Even today the 5 is
found in place names in the Yucatan.”

The 5 was also important in ancient India, where the 5
points of the cross (including the central one) were considered

The 5-headed monkey Hanuman, immortal, omnipresent, and full of spir-
itual power. Five is the number of elements in India as well as in China;
they are earth, water, fire, air, and ether. The cosmos and all creatures are
composed of these 5. According to the Hindu shastras, the purest and most
important element is air, belonging to Hanuman.
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to be protective and to avert evil. In addition to 5 materials for
worship and 5 leaves used for rituals, the Indians knew also of
5 destructive domestic implements, i.e., the grindstone, the
hearth, the broom, mortar and pestle, and the water pot. Five
elders were in charge of village affairs (pancayat), and mysti-
cal and magic wisdom was preserved in collections called panj
ratna, the 5 Jewels,” a name that was taken over in Muslim
India in the famous mystico-astrological work of Muhammad
Ghawth Gwaliori, Al-jawahir al-khamsa, in the sixteenth
century. The relation of such magical practices to the 5 sacred
objects of the Sikh community, however, is not quite clear; a
Sikh is distinguished by 5 things, called the 5 k, that is, kes,
kach, kara, kripan, kanjha (long hair, a special kind of trou-
sers, knife, sword, and comb).

There are various opinions as to why the 5 was so impor-
tant and played a central role in many cultures. The tendency
to group things in quinary arrangements is omnipresent.
Among such groups, the 5 senses certainly have to do with 5
as the number of natural man, whose life, as Persian poets
would say, lasts only 5 days. Yet, 5 also appears as an ordering
principle for books and words of wisdom: the 5 command-
ments for lay people in Buddhism, the 5 main virtues men-
tioned by Aristotle, and especially the 5 books of Moses, the
Pentateuch. In Persian poetry, epics are arranged in groups of
5, and the Khamsa, or “quintet,” of Nizami (d. 1203) remains
the unsurpassable model for hundreds of Persian, Turkish,
and Urdu poems in this style. The Indian collection of fables,
the Pangatantra (5 Teachings), follows a similar quinary prin-
ciple, as does the tendency to connect counsels or wise words
to sequences of 5. Similarly, Goethe, in his West-Ostlicher
Divan, offers 2 sets of such advice consisting of 5 sentences
each.

But what about the pentagram and the 5 as a protective
number?
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Hand with 5 fingers, representing the panjtan (Muhammad, ‘Ali, Fatima,
Hasan, and Husayn), with the invocation “Ya ‘Ali.” Silver amulet against
the evil eye. Pakistan, twentieth century.

The human hand with its 5 fingers is especially common
as an amulet in the Islamic world. Among Muslim:s it is called
the “Hand of Fatima” after the youngest daughter of the
prophet Muhammad and mother of the Imams. At the same
time it can symbolize the panjtan, “5 people,” that is,
Muhammad, Fatima, her husband °Ali, and their 2 sons,
Hasan and Husayn, who are the most important figures of
Shiite Islam but who are also highly esteemed among the
Sunnites. The Hand of Fatima is supposed to avert the evil
eye, and the great stone hand over the entrance to the Hall of
Justice in the Alhambra is just such a talismanic sign. In
popular traditions throughout the Middle East and North Af-
rica, the sign of the hand is woven or embroidered in flags and
banners, painted over doorways, and suspended from car mir-
rors in order to avert evil. Its shape is also reminiscent of the
invocation Yd Allah, “Oh God!” in Arabic letters, and hence
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is believed to provide help. Conversely, when one greets
someone by extending the hand, with palm pointed to his
face, and saying khams fi ‘aynak,” 5 in your eyes,” the real or
imagined evil eye of the other person cannot work. The very
gesture of stretching one’s hand against someone’s face, or the
simple word khams, “five,” can be understood as a very dan-
gerous curse. For this reason, in spoken Arabic the number 5
is sometimes expressed with a different word or special forms
are used so that no curse is effected.

Even more widespread than this sign is the pentagram. It
was used as an amulet in the ancient Near East, where the
Divine Mother, Ishtar, was believed to protect humans from
the evil spirits. The sign is found now and then on the walls of
medieval churches, where it served to protect the house of
God against Satan, or to ward off the demons who were once
worshiped, as positive powers, in the company of the Ger-
manic goddess Perchta.

In practical magic the pentagram is regarded as the sign of
the microcosmos, as Paracelsus pointed out. The leading
French magician of the nineteenth century, Abbé Constant,
who called himself Eliphas Levy, has dealt with the pentagram
in detail. For his private use he had—as he called it—a “sci-
entifically perfected pentagram,” which was framed not by
simple lines but rather by bands of astrological symbols and
cabalistic words. On the 5 outer edges was inscribed the word
tetragrammaton, “with four letters,” alluding to the tran-
scription of the ineffable Divine name in Hebrew: YHWH. In
Constant’s view, the pentagram expressed the rule of the spir-
it over the elements, and it could be used to fetter demons of
the air as well as fire and water spirits and the ghostly crea-
tures connected with the earth.

The use of the pentagram is frequent in modern cabalistic
and magic practices, especially as the symbol of the micro-
cosmos. Agrippa von Nettesheim, the sixteenth-century Ger-
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The Pentagram from Agrippa von Nettesheim, Liber quartus de occulta
philosophia (1535).

man physician, philosopher, and occultist, has shown that
when a person stands upright with legs opened and arms
extended and slightly lowered, his extremities will cut a cir-
cumscribed circle rather exactly on the 5 points of a pen-
tagram. Drawings of this figure, often filled with symbols of
the planets and other important signs, occur frequently in
later medieval and Renaissance lore.

Since the human being consists of 4 elements, a fifth,
secret one (quinta essentia) was added in order to reach the
sacred 5. This quinta essentia, our quintessence, was consid-
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ered to be the real element of life, and its production was a
goal of medieval alchemists. (Here one may see connections
between alchemical processes and Manichaean cosmology, as
Gernot Windfuhr has recently pointed out.) To find the prin-
ciple of Tifé‘and to overcome death one has to rely on procrea-
tion and Eros, so the quinta essentia again points back to the
ancient life-giving power of the Mother Goddess through
which life is continuously renewed. It seems that the nine-
teenth-century German poet Eduard Morike knew, or sensed,
these connections, for in his story of the Stuttgarter
Hutzelméinnchen (The little gingerbread man of Stuttgart)
the “beautiful Lau” has to laugh 5 times in order to conceive a
living child. And then there is the Indian god of love, Kama,
with his 5 arrows made of flowers, as is clear from religious
dramas such as the Gitagovinda.

One cannot say for sure whether the sad Baltic song
“Zogen einst fiinf wilde Schwine” (Once there flew 5 wild
swans) has something to do with erotic symbolism, but since
it tells of 5 youthful heroes who never returned and 5 vir-
gins who waited for them in vain, this interpretation is quite
likely. ’

Christian theologians in early centuries of our era in-
terpreted the 5 in a different way. They saw in it not only the
law of the Pentateuch but also the 5 wounds of Christ, and
they thought the number was combined from 3 + 2, that is,
faith in the Trinity and the twofold command to love God and
one’s neighbor. In Against the Heretics, Irenaeus went so far
as to accuse the gnostics of paying inadequate attention to the
number 5, in view of the fact that the words soter (savior) and
pater (father) consist of 5 letters each and although the Lord
fed 5000 people with 5 loaves of bread; although the cross has
5 main points, and although the 5 fingers and the 5 senses
testify to God’s acts. It seems, however, that the relation
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between the 5 wise and 5 foolish virgins and the number of
Ishtar was not discovered by the theologians.

Another religious tradition in which 5 is very important is
Islam. In addition to the 5 Pillars of Faith (i.e., profession of
faith, ritual prayer, fasting during the month of Ramadan,
almsgiving, and the pilgrimage to Mecca), the ritual prayer is
performed 5 times a day, and the categories in Islamic law are
5: duty, recommended, indifferent, disapproved, and prohib-
ited. In wartime the booty is divided into 5 parts. We have
mentioned already the panjtan, the 5 members of Muham-
mad’s household who were taken under his cloak and whose
names are used in amulets; in addition there are the panj
piriya, 5 mysterious saintly people who are invoked in Indian
Islam. The Shiite brotherhood of the Brethren of Purity in
tenth-century Basra explicitly stated that Islam is based on
5—not only because of the 5 Pillars and the panjtan, but also
because there exist only 5 law-giving prophets (Noah, Abra-
ham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad), and among the myste-
rious isolated letters that are found at the beginning of several
chapters of the Quran no group exceeds 5 letters. The tradi-
tional ideas about the 5 planets, the 5 additional days, and the
5 geometrical figures were also used by these philosophers as
proof of the importance of the number 5. Before the Brethren,
or perhaps at about the same time, the Arab philosopher and
alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan cited the Greek philosophical pen-
tads and the 5 platonic bodies as well as the doctrine of Em-
pedocles, who speaks of materia prima, intelligence, soul,
nature, corporeal matter. Jabir himself divides the created
world into substance, matter, form, time, and space. Even
earlier, another Muslim philosopher, al-Kindi, the “philoso-
pher of the Arabs” (d. after 870), had postulated a pentad
consisting of matter, form, movement, space, and time.

The 5 also plays an unusually important role in the proto-
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Ismaili philosophical text the Umm al-kitab (Mother of the
Book), possibly influenced by gnostic and Manichaean spec-
ulations about quinary groups of spiritual beings. The Umm
al-kitab begins with the 5 lights, each of which has 5 colors;
each color is connected with one of the panjtan. There are 5
archangels, Michael, Seraphiel, Gabriel, Azrael, and Suriyel,
who correspond to the 5 spiritual capacities. (The complicated
early and proto-Ismaili gnosis has been studied in detail by
Henry Corbin.)

The ancient mystical-magic meaning of 5 (about which
Bachofen wrote quite extensively in his work on matriarchal
society) and the amuletic function of the pentagram is still
alive in popular customs. If 5 bread crumbs are cast on the
table, for example, and a cross can be formed by moving just
one crumb, then it is believed that a question raised while
casting the crumbs will be answered affirmatively. A blessed
bouquet of 5 herbs enables its bearer to recognize witches and
magicians. According to medieval German folklore, the pen-
tasyllos root can make a person resistant to poison and drives
away evil spirits; it also reconciles people. In the Vogtland in
eastern Thuringia it was believed that a toothache sufferer
should spit 5 times into a bush of yellow willows and then
make 5 knots in one of the twigs of this very bush. Once the
twig is dried up, the toothache is also over. This is a typical
example of the connection between sympathetic medicine and
magic practices. In another part of Germany, Hassia, the har-
vest was begun with a child under the age of 5 cutting the first
ears.

The irritating, magical, natural, and erotic qualities of 5
along with the alternately dangerous and protecting power of
the feminine have been captured well by John Donne in his
poem “The Primrose”:

Live, Primrose, then, and thrive
With thy true number five,
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And women, whom this flower doth represent
With this mysterious number be content.
Ten is the farthest number; if halfe ten
belonge unto each woman, then
Each woman may take halfe us men,
Or if this will not serve her turne, since all
Numbers are odd, or even, and they fall
First into this, five, women may take us all.

Attesting to this role of women are a whole range of phe-
nomena, from the 5 wise and 5 silly virgins of the Gospels to
the successful perfume Chanel No. 5.



THE PERFECT
NUMBER OF THE
CREATED WORLD
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According to ancient and Neoplatonic systems, 6 is the most
perfect number as it is both the sum and the product of its
parts: it is formed either by adding 1 + 2 + 3 or by multiply-
ing 1 X 2 x 3. Furthermore it is the product of the first male
(2) and first female (3) numbers. From the psychologist’s
viewpoint, it represents a combination of analysis and syn-
thesis in its simplest form: 2 X 3. It summarizes all the plane
figures of geometry (point, line, and triangle), and since the
cube is composed of 6 squares, it is the ideal form for any
closed construction.

Biblical exegetes were delighted to discover these mathe-
matical qualities, for they knew that God had completed his
work of creation in 6 days. For Philo and his successors this
was by no means surprising, for, as Hrabanus Maurus says:
“Six is not perfect because God has created the world in 6
days; rather, God has perfected the world in 6 days because
the number was perfect.” Augustine argues in a similar vein
and is even able to divide these 6 days into 3 parts: on the first
day God created light; on the second and third days, heaven
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and earth, the fabrica mundi; and in the 3 last days he made
the individual creatures, from fish to man and woman. Fasci-
nated by the meaning of the 6, some exegetes went so far as to
read the opening of the Hebrew book of Genesis, breshit (“in
the beginning”), differently in order to obtain the phrase bara
shith, “He created the Six.”

The doctrine of creation in 6 days led to the arrangement
of the week with its 6 working days and 1 day of rest. Log-
ically one also thought of 6 years of work to be followed by a
festive year: during the seventh year the land should lay fall-
ow, “a sabbath of rest to the land” so that the poor could eat
what grows on the fields without sowing (Ex. 5:4). The fact
that the seraphim of Isaiah’s vision (Is. 6:2) had 6 wings
points to their perfection.

The 6 days of the Creation. Title page of a psalter from Canterbury, early
thirteenth century. On the first day the Lord carries compasses and scales
(Wisdom of Solomon); in the following days he is transformed into a
scholar, lifting the Scripture with great authority; only when creating the
plants does he ook more relaxed.
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Christian tradition not only acknowledges the perfection
of the 6 but also connects it with Jesus’s crucifixion, which
took place on the sixth day of the week and was completed
during the sixth hour of the day. This sixth hour (sexta)
developed later into the Italian term siesta, meaning “rest in
the afternoon.” In Matthew (25:34-36), the 6 is seen as a
symbol of the vita activa, the life of good works. And follow-
ing the Old Testament tradition, 6 is seen as a preparation for
either rest or completion, which will happen on 